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Abstract This article discusses recent attempts to provide the genre of biography 
with a philosophical, theoretical foundation and attempts to show that such e orts 
are fundamentally misguided. Biography is, I argue, a profoundly nontheoretical 
activity, and this, precisely, makes it philosophically interesting. Instead of look-
ing to philosophy to provide a theory of biography, we should, I maintain, look to 
biography to provide a crucially important example and model of what Ludwig 
Wittgenstein called “the kind of understanding that consists in seeing connections.” 
This kind of understanding stands in sharp contrast to the theoretical understanding 
provided by science and is, Wittgenstein maintained, what we as philosophers are, 
or should be, striving for.
Introduction: The Philosophy of Biography and Biography as Philosophy
To talk about biography as a “philosophical genre” is to raise two separate 
but related topics: (1) the philosophy of biography and (2) the thought that 
biography might be regarded as, in some sense, a genre of philosophy. In 
what follows I want to address both of these questions. Indeed, I want to 
address each in relation to the other. For my view is that the sense in which 
biography might be regarded as a philosophical genre is best understood in 
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connection with a particular view—Ludwig Wittgenstein’s—of the nature 
of philosophy. The kind of understanding that Wittgenstein (1974 [1953]: 
§122) regarded as the proper aim of philosophy—namely, “understanding 
that consists in seeing connections”—is, I would maintain, exactly the kind 
that biography is well-suited to provide.¹ But to see this, to understand how 
biography can be regarded as an exemplar of philosophical understanding 
in Wittgenstein’s sense, is to understand that biography is fundamentally 
and essentially, to its very  ngertips, as it were, a nontheoretical exercise.
 In the rapidly expanding body of academic literature on biography,² this 
point is not only not fully understood, it is completely turned on its head. 
As a result, two thickets have been created which need to be cleared before 
we can command a clear view of biography as a philosophical genre: (1) 
the confusions that arise from the tendency to see biographies as if they 
were themselves theoretical texts and (2) the confusions that spring from 
misconceived demands for a theory of biography. I want to attempt such 
clearance through the following fourfold strategy. First, I want to survey 
the scholarly but nonacademic literature on biography that dominated 
the discussion of the genre until the last thirty years or so, identifying its 
strengths, its weaknesses, and the forces that pull it in the direction of 
theory. Second, I want to look at the work of some notable biographers 
who have approached their task in a consciously theoretical way (thereby 
creating thicket [1]). Third, I want to examine some representative samples 
of the kind of theorizing about biography (thicket [2]) that have been devel-
oped in the burgeoning academic literature on the subject of the last thirty 
years. And  nally, in an attempt to begin the work of thicket clearance, 
I want to bring to bear on these issues a consideration of Wittgenstein’s 
notion of philosophical understanding.
1. All references to part 1 of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations are to the section num-
ber of the remark (§), not the page number; all references to part 2 are to the page number.
2. This expansion of scholarly interest is re ected in the large number of international and 
interdisciplinary conferences on biography that have been held during the last two decades, 
many of which have resulted in published collections of scholarly articles (see Aaron 1978, 
Pachter 1981, Homberger and Charmley 1988, Donaldson et al. 1992, Ellis 1993, Gould and 
Staley 1998, and Bostridge 2004). Important conferences that did not result in a published 
collection include “Philosophical Lives” at Swarthmore College, Philadelphia, April 1994; 
“Thinking Lives: The Philosophy of Biography and the Biography of Philosophers” at New 
York University, New York, October 1996; “Wittgenstein: Biography and Philosophy” at Vir-
ginia Tech, Blacksburg, March 1999; and “The Poetics of Biography in Science, Technology, 
and Medicine” in Copenhagen, May 2002. In addition, several book-length scholarly studies 
of biography have appeared in recent years (see Nadel 1984, Denzin 1989, Ellis 2000, Back-
scheider 1999; and Tridgell 2004). A much larger body of theoretical work is devoted to the 
study of autobiographies, two notable examples being Eakin 1985 and 1992a.
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1. A Survey of the Scholarly Literature on Biography from the 
Eighteenth Century to the Mid-Twentieth Century
1.1. The Pre-Theoretical Period: From Dr. Johnson to Sidney Lee
Dr. Samuel Johnson’s two famous essays on biography, the  rst published 
in the Rambler ( Johnson 1962a [1750]) and the second in the Idler ( John-
son 1962b [1759]), might justly be regarded as the foundation upon which 
modern scholarship on the subject was built.³ In them, he set the agenda 
for the 250-year-long discussion that followed when he raised the following 
 ve issues:
 1. The place occupied by biography in relation to other literary genres 
and other areas of scholarship. Johnson (1962a [1750]: 40) locates this 
place halfway between history, with which biography shares a con-
cern with facts, and novel writing, with which it shares a concern for 
the joys, sorrows, happiness, calamities, etc. of individuals.
 2. The question of who, exactly, deserves to have a biography written 
of them, to which Johnson’s answer is: almost anyone. “I have often 
thought that there has rarely passed a life of which a judicious and 
faithful narrative would not be useful,” he says (ibid.: 41). He takes 
particular issue with those who hold that a writer is an inappropriate 
subject for a biography on the grounds that most writers lead lives of 
thought rather than of action. There is no reason, Johnson maintains, 
why a biography might not derive its interest, even its narrative drive, 
from the beliefs and opinions of its subject rather than from his or her 
actions.
 3. What details it is appropriate to include in a biography. On this ques-
tion, Johnson does not o er a general principle but gives some telling 
examples. He approves of Salust telling us about the way Catiline 
walked (“his walk was now quick, and again slow” [ibid.: 42]) because 
this detail gives us “an indication of a mind revolving something with 
violent commotion” (ibid.); but he ridicules Thomas Tickell⁴ for tell-
ing us about the irregularity of Joseph Addison’s pulse. More gener-
ally, he remarks that “more knowledge may be gained of a man’s real 
character by a short conversation with one of his servants than from 
a formal and studied narrative, begun with his pedigree and ended 
with his funeral” (ibid.).
 4. The moral responsibilities of biographers toward (a) the reputations of 
their subjects and the sensitivities of the subjects’ living friends and 
3. For other surveys, see Dunn 1916 (discussed in section 1.2) and Nicolson 1928 (discussed 
in section 1.5).
4. The poet and friend of Joseph Addison, Thomas Tickell (1686–1740).
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 192 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 193 of 239
530 Poetics Today 28:3
relations, (b) the public, and (c) the truth. Here, Johnson defends a 
fairly robust openness, deriding those who “think it an act of piety to 
hide the faults or failings of their friends” (ibid.: 43), and ending his 
Rambler article with the remark: “If we owe regard to the memory of 
the dead, there is yet more respect to be paid to knowledge, to virtue, 
and to truth” (ibid.).
 5. The question of whether it is possible to know with certainty the 
inner life of another, to which Johnson’s answer is “no.” “By con-
jecture only,” he writes in the Idler, “can one man judge of another’s 
motives or sentiments” ( Johnson 1962b [1759]: 45), and for that rea-
son, he regards autobiography as, potentially at any rate, more accu-
rate than biography: “The writer of his own life has, at least, the  rst 
quali cation of an historian, the knowledge of the truth” (ibid.).
 This last question is strikingly di erent from the other four. Whereas the 
others have speci cally to do with biography, the last one is concerned with 
a much broader question: how, if at all, can we know what other people are 
thinking and feeling? Johnson’s answer to this question—that we cannot 
know “another’s motives or sentiments” but have to rely on conjecture—sits 
oddly with his answers to some of the other questions. If we cannot pos-
sibly have any knowledge of the sentiments of others, then how can biogra-
phy ful ll its aim (see issue 1 above) of depicting factually the joys, sorrows, 
happiness, etc, of individuals? And how is it possible to attain knowledge of 
a person’s character (as Johnson’s answer to question 3 suggests is possible) 
if no knowledge (but only guesswork) is available of his or her “motives and 
sentiments”?
 Johnson’s answer to question 5 has to be understood, I think, as a re ec-
tion, or perhaps better, a symptom, of his commitment to the philosophy of 
language and mind expounded by John Locke in his Essay concerning Human 
Understanding, a book well known to have had a deep in uence on Johnson 
(see Hedrick 1987). In his History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell 
(1974 [1946]: 586–90) famously observed that, though Locke’s philosophy 
committed him to the view that the mind could have knowledge only of its 
own ideas, Locke himself, unlike his empiricist successor George Berkeley, 
had too much common sense to adhere rigorously and consistently to the 
obvious consequence of this view (namely, that knowledge of other people 
and of the outside world is impossible). The obvious inconsistency between 
Johnson’s answer to question 5 and his answers to the other four questions 
shows, I think, that he followed Locke in spirit as well as in doctrine.
 As we shall see later, the issues raised by question 5 have loomed large in 
recent discussions of biography. In the  rst 250 years after the publication 
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of Johnson’s articles, however, the philosophical question of whether it is 
or is not possible to know the “motives or sentiments” of others was largely 
neglected in favor of the other four questions, the ones more directly con-
cerned with the genre of biography, its proper aims and methods.
 Johnson’s answers to these questions constitute, in some sense, a “phi-
losophy of biography,” and it would not, I think, be stretching a point too 
much to see in James Boswell’s Life of Johnson a biography written in confor-
mity with this philosophy. Boswell (1953 [1791]: 19, 23, 25) himself empha-
sizes this point, when, in the opening few pages, he quotes several times 
from Johnson’s two essays on biography in order to reassure the reader 
that his biography is Johnsonian in all possible ways (most notably—this is 
what he lays most stress upon—in giving more respect to the truth than to 
the memory of the dead). However, though we have in Johnson’s articles 
and in Boswell’s biography an identi able view of biography—its aims, its 
methods, and its value—it would, I think, be misleading to attribute to 
either Johnson or to Boswell a theory of biography.
 What, then, is a theory, and why do Johnson’s re ections on biography 
not constitute one? The question of what a theory is has received some 
attention recently among Wittgenstein scholars because of the renewed 
appreciation of the importance that Wittgenstein attached to resisting the 
impulse to theorize in philosophy. “And we may not advance any kind 
of theory”: so runs one of the most often-quoted remarks in Philosophical 
Investigations (Wittgenstein 1974 [1953]: §109). “There must not be anything 
hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with all explanation, 
and description alone must take its place.” Characteristically, however, 
Wittgenstein does not provide a de nition of what he means by “theory.” 
The editors of the collection of essays Wittgenstein, Theory, and the Arts (Allen 
and Turvey 2001) have attempted to  ll this gap. Acknowledging that theo-
ries “come in many shapes and sizes,” Allen and Turvey (ibid.: 2) claim 
that “despite this variety, theories tend to possess two basic features”:
First, they unify a range of apparently disparate, unconnected phenomena by 
postulating an underlying principle that these phenomena putatively have in 
common and that can explain their nature or behaviour. Second, the common, 
underlying principle postulated by the theory—whether it takes the form of an 
entity, process, force, concept, or something else—is at least initially hidden 
from view.
. . . By a theory we mean in this volume a form of explanation that possesses 
both of these features.
 Allen and Turvey would surely not claim that this identi cation of 
two features that theories “tend to possess” constitutes a de nition of the 
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word “theory” that captures, in all its multiplicity and variety, everything
that would be described as such in philosophy, science, the social sciences, 
the humanities, and ordinary life. Indeed, such an attempt to provide, so 
to speak, the essence of the concept “theory” would run directly counter 
both to the spirit of their collection and to Wittgenstein’s philosophy of 
language. In his famous attack on essentialism, Wittgenstein (1974 [1953]: 
§ 66) asks us to consider all the things we call “games”:
What is common to them all?—Don’t say: “There must be something common, 
or they would not be called ‘games’”—but look and see whether there is anything 
that is common to all.—For if you look at them you will not see something that 
is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at 
that.
 “I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities 
than ‘family resemblances,’” he says in the following paragraph, “for the 
various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour 
of eyes, gait, temperament, etc., etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same 
way” (ibid.: § 67). Many concepts, such as “game” and (he emphasizes 
in paragraph 67) “number,” are family-resemblance concepts, which have 
no single essence and for which the attempt to  nd necessary and su  -
cient criteria for their application is fruitless. Much later in the book, Witt-
genstein insists that, though the word understanding is used to describe two 
very di erent things—the understanding that we get from a theory and the 
nontheoretical understanding which consists in “seeing connections” (see 
ibid.: § 122) that characterizes our understanding of art, music, literature, 
and each other—we should regard both these things as part of the same con-
cept. “Has ‘understanding’ two di erent meanings here?” his interlocutor 
asks, to which Wittgenstein (ibid.: § 532) replies:
I would rather say that these kinds of use of “understanding” make up its mean-
ing, make up my concept of understanding.
For I want to apply the word “understanding” to all this.
 If we are happy to grant such heterogeneity to the concepts “game,” 
“number,” and “understanding,” then why not to the concept “theory”? 
Why should we not use the word to describe, for example, both Johnson’s 
re ections on biography and Einstein’s Theory of Relativity? Well, we 
could, if we want to, but in the interests of philosophical clarity and par-
ticularly from the point of view of understanding the nature of biography, 
it would be better to keep them apart. The two kinds of understanding that 
Wittgenstein is concerned to distinguish can, for all their di erences, be 
regarded as two kinds of the same thing, two ways of understanding. And 
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 196 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 197 of 239
Monk • Biography as an Exemplar of Philosophical Understanding 533
we can regard Johnson and Einstein as illustrative cases, both endeavoring, 
in very di erent ways and in very di erent areas, to understand their respec-
tive topics. But if we want to understand the di erences between the ways 
in which they attempt to understand their subjects of inquiry, we would do 
better to reserve the word theory for the kind of cases that pass the two cri-
teria identi ed by Allen and Turvey. This would not restrict the word theory
to science. As Allen and Turvey (2001: 7) point out, their criteria would 
also license the use of the word to describe theories in, for example, litera-
ture, aesthetics, metaphysics, and the philosophy of language. The views 
on logical form and meaning that Wittgenstein had advanced in Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus, for example, would count as a theory on these criteria. 
Johnson’s remarks on biography, however, would not. He is not attempting 
to identify and apply a hidden unifying principle to the various things that 
we call “biography.” In the contrast between explaining and describing 
upon which Wittgenstein places so much importance, Johnson’s remarks 
belong squarely on the side of description.
 In Johnson’s articles on biography, he strikingly refuses to succumb to 
what Wittgenstein (1975 [1958]: 17–18) in The Blue Book describes as the 
“craving for generality” that is born out of our “preoccupation with the 
method of science.” He refuses, for example, to o er a general answer to 
the question of what kind of details it is appropriate for a biographer to 
include, preferring instead to o er speci c examples of details he considers 
telling and details he considers tri ing.
 For the  rst 250 years of its existence, the scholarship built upon John-
son’s foundation followed the master in this avoidance of theory and, for 
the most part, con ned itself to the kind of questions that Johnson had 
raised. Until the Victorian period, however, contributions to this scholar-
ship were few and far between. James L. Cli ord, in his anthology Biogra-
phy as an Art: Selected Criticism 1560–1960 (1962), can—though he shows signs 
of having scraped every barrel available to him— nd fewer than twenty 
pre-Victorian pieces of writing that discuss biography, and of those, only 
a tiny handful (including Johnson’s own essays) have any substance, in u-
ence, or importance.
 Though Victorian biography has, on the whole, received a bad press,⁵
commentary on the genre came alive during that period. The literary jour-
nals of the time published a steady stream of articles discussing the nature, 
5. See, for example, the discussions of Victorian biography in the histories by Nicolson 
(1927, 1928) and Dunn (1916), the famous preface to Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians
(1986 [1918]), and the remarks on Victorian biography in Virginia Woolf ’s essay “The New 
Biography” (1967b [1927]).
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limits, and ethics of biography. Some of the more interesting of these 
articles have been reprinted in the collections edited by Cli ord (1962) and 
Ira Bruce Nadel (1986) and summarized in David Novarr’s provocatively 
entitled⁶ The Lines of Life: Theories of Biography, 1880–1970 (1986). Rising to 
this provocation, I would maintain that none of the Victorian writers whose 
articles are summarized in Novarr’s book was o ering a theory of biogra-
phy. None of them, that is, provides analyses that ful ll the criteria identi-
 ed by Allen and Turvey.
 This is not to say that there were not lively debates or interesting di er-
ences of opinion among the Victorian writers. Margaret Oliphant (1883) 
and Edmund Gosse (1962 [1903]), for example, both wrote articles entitled 
“The Ethics of Biography,” taking diametrically opposed views on the 
matter. While Oliphant argues that a biographer has a greater obligation 
to the good reputation of his or her subject than to the truth (so that, if a 
biographer discovers things that would ruin the subject’s reputation, the 
right thing to do, she argues, is to abandon the biography), Gosse (1962 
[1903]: 114) takes the view that the duty of the biographer is “to be as indis-
creet as possible.” Neither, however, o ers their view as the outcome of a 
general theory, either of ethics or of biography. Gosse (ibid.: 118), indeed, 
emphasizes that the theme of the ethics of biography is one that resists 
the formulation of general principles and laws, because “each individual 
instance needs a law unto itself.”
 In “The Custom of Biography” (1901), Gosse emphasizes the di  culty of 
writing good biography. In a way that anticipates Lytton Strachey’s oft-
quoted preface to Eminent Victorians, he inveighs against the dreary biog-
raphies of the time, those “two great solemn volumes, with copious corre-
spondence [which] follow the co  n as punctually as any of the other mutes 
in perfunctory attendance” (ibid.: 195), which were produced out of a sense 
of duty by amateurs and relatives with no special gift for scholarship or 
writing. Writing a biography, he stresses, is an art:
It should not be taken for granted that it requires no skill or tact or experience in 
its execution. On the contrary, there is no species of writing which requires the 
exercise of a  ner sense of proportion, of a keener appreciation of the relative 
value of things and men, or of a deeper sense of literary responsibility. (Ibid.: 
208)
This is an argument for experts and expertise, but it is assuredly neither 
a theory itself nor a call for theory. Indeed, it recalls Wittgenstein’s (1974 
[1953]: 227) remarks at the end of Philosophical Investigations about the non-
6. Though there is no sign that the provocation was intended as such.
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systematic, nontheoretical nature of the expertise that a person might have 
about the emotional lives of other people:
Correcter prognoses will generally issue from the judgments of those with better 
knowledge of mankind.
 Can one learn this knowledge? Yes; some can. Not, however, by taking a 
course in it, but through “experience.”—Can someone else be a man’s teacher in 
this? Certainly. From time to time he gives him the right tip.
Leslie Stephen’s oft-cited article “Biography” (1893) shows a similar aware-
ness of the essentially nontheoretical nature of biographical understanding. 
Speaking of the value of brevity (and of direct quotation) in a biography, 
Stephen (ibid.: 181) writes: “A little analysis of motive may be necessary 
here and there. . . . But you must always remember that a single concrete 
fact, or a saying in which a man has put his whole soul, is worth pages of 
psychological analysis.”
 The title of Sidney Lee’s “Principles of Biography” (1929 [1911]) makes 
it sound more general and theoretical, but in truth it is not. His “principles” 
turn out to be more like the “tips” discussed by Wittgenstein. For example, 
he speaks of a “law of brevity,” arguing, like Gosse and Stephen before 
him, against the formless mass of Victorian biography. And yet, he admits, 
he even stresses, that what he regards as the two best biographies in the 
English language—Boswell’s Johnson and John Lockhart’s Scott— out 
this “law” even more than do the despised Victorian biographers. Lee’s 
chief concern, however, is not to present laws and principles but to argue 
for the autonomy of biography, insisting that it is not the handmaiden of 
moral instruction, history, or science. Its purpose is not to use the lives of 
individuals to teach moral lessons, nor to place individuals in history, nor 
again to collect evidence for scienti c theories (for example, for Galtonian 
genetics); its purpose is, as he puts it, “the truthful transmission of person-
ality” (ibid.: 43).
1.2. New Questions about Biography: Waldo H. Dunn
In the Victorian period, then, biographers and their critics debated the 
literary qualities of the genre, the ethics applicable to it, and the methods 
used to research and write it, but they did not feel any need for a theory of it. 
This began to change in the post-Victorian period, when widespread and 
intense dissatisfaction with the way the genre had developed prompted 
both critics and practitioners of the genre to ask fundamental and far-
reaching questions about it. Sidney Lee’s view that biography had as its 
purpose the “truthful transmission of personality” was generally accepted, 
but people began to ask: does the standard Victorian biography, the “two 
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great solemn volumes, with copious correspondence” derided by Grosse, 
accomplish this task? And if it does not (as many agreed that it did not), 
then what would succeed where it had failed? Where was it going wrong? 
How does one, how could one, “transmit personality” truthfully? Is such 
a thing even possible? In this way, methodological questions about how 
biographies ought to be written led to quite general philosophical ques-
tions about the nature of truth, personality, and representation.
 Following Gosse’s lead, many commentators took the view that the Vic-
torian biographers had failed in their endeavor to transmit personality, 
because they had devoted too little attention to the art of biography. They 
gathered the documents, presented the facts, but they did too little to inter-
pret and shape these documents and facts into an account of their subject 
that was intelligible, faithful, and convincing.
 In English Biography, an often overlooked history of the genre published 
in 1916, the American scholar Waldo H. Dunn illustrates the point by 
citing as an example Thomas Moore’s Life of Byron, which Dunn (1916: 
181) describes as “perhaps the most conspicuous [failure] of the century.” 
Echoing Gosse, Dunn (ibid.: 182) writes, “In the two heavy folio volumes 
of the Life, Byron lies buried under a mass of material”:
After reading the Life of Byron, the reader realises, too, that he has a right to 
demand of the biographer an interpretation—an artistic production; that he 
should not be left to sit down before an undigested mass.
In order to bring the material alive, in order to present not just an undi-
gested mass of facts but a personality, the biographer requires, Dunn (ibid.: 
193–94) argues, not only the diligence of the archivist but also (at least 
some of ) the skills of the novelist.
 That biography requires narrative skill and that, done well, it engages 
the reader in something like the way a novel does were not new thoughts—
Dr. Johnson (1962b [1759]: 43–44) had made both points in the 1750s. What 
was new in Dunn’s work was an emphasis on the need, the obligation, of 
the biographer to shape his or her raw material, leading to the thought that 
biography is more accurately seen not as a mirror re ecting the truth about 
its subject but rather, as Dunn (1916: 193) puts it, “a work of art, a created, 
a ‘ ctive’ thing.” He does not mean by this that biography is  ction, and he 
insists that a biographer has no right to transgress the truth, but he insists: 
“The line between truth and  ction in life narrative is perilously shadowy” 
(ibid.: 194).
 On the question of whether it is possible to achieve the “truthful trans-
mission of personality” that is the widely agreed aim of biography, Dunn’s 
book ends on a skeptical note. He had earlier written that “an ideal biog-
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raphy would exhibit the external life of the subject, give a vivid picture of 
his character, and unfold the growth of his mind” (ibid.: xiv) and then had 
appeared to endorse Edmund Gosse’s characterization of “the true con-
ception of biography” as “the faithful portrait of a soul in its adventures 
through life” (ibid.: 242). But at the end of his book, he writes, “One leaves 
the study [of biography] with a feeling of the intangibility of this ‘soul 
stu ’ which goes to the making of mind and spirit; one feels a hopelessness 
of ever really getting at the heart of a man” (ibid.: 280).
 Beginning, then, with a dissatisfaction with the unstructured and artless 
nature of Victorian biography, Dunn ends with considerations that seem 
to demand re ection, not only on the ethical and methodological issues 
that had dominated discussion of biography since Johnson’s day but also 
on more general philosophical questions about the nature of truth,  c-
tion, personality, and the self: these questions seem to raise the possibility, 
famously discussed by Virginia Woolf in her essay “The New Biography” 
(1967b [1927]), that, considered as the “truthful transmission of person-
ality,” biography is, in fact, impossible.
1.3. The New Biography: The Importance of a Point of View
It was in reaction against the “undigested mass” of Victorian biographies 
that Lytton Strachey inaugurated what came quickly to be known as the 
“New Biography” (by the time Woolf wrote her famous essay of that title, 
the phrase was already in common use). Where Victorian biographies 
were large and unstructured, the New Biographies were brief and tightly 
focused; where Victorian biographies were uncritical and reverential, the 
New Biographies were ironic and irreverent. The manifesto of this new 
movement is provided in the preface to Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, pub-
lished in 1918, in which he makes a plea for the genre to rouse itself from 
its Victorian slumbers. The phrases from the preface that are most often 
quoted, however, would have sounded very familiar to readers of Gosse 
and Dunn, most notably Strachey’s (1986 [1918]: 10) characterization of 
Victorian biographies as “two fat volumes, with which it is our custom to 
commemorate the dead . . . with their ill-digested masses of material, their 
slipshod style, their tone of tedious panegyric, their lamentable lack of 
selection, of detachment, of design.” Like Gosse, Strachey (ibid.) identi es 
the problem with Victorian biography as a neglect of what is, in fact, a 
subtle and di  cult art: “the most delicate and humane of all the branches 
of the art of writing has been relegated to the journeyman of letters.”
 He does not, however, suggest as a remedy the cultivation of the arts of 
the novelist. Rather, he identi es two duties of the biographer. The  rst is 
“a becoming brevity—a brevity that excludes everything that is redundant 
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and nothing that is signi cant.” The second is “to maintain his own free-
dom of spirit”:
It is not his business to be complimentary; it is his business to lay bare the facts 
of the case, as he understands them. That is what I have aimed at in this book—
to lay bare the facts of some cases, as I understand them, dispassionately, impar-
tially, and without ulterior intentions. (Ibid.)
The quali cations “as he understands them” and “as I understand them” 
do nothing to weaken Strachey’s commitment to the robust distinction 
between fact and  ction that is implied by his use of the expression “to lay 
bare the facts of the case.” Indeed, Strachey’s concern with, and insistence 
on, getting facts right pervades his writing. In his introduction to Warren 
Hastings, Cheyt Sing and the Begums of Oude, he chastises Thomas Macaulay 
for the factual inaccuracies in his account of Warren Hastings’s life. “The 
portrait is a masterpiece,” he acknowledges, “but it is a masterpiece of 
imagination, and not of history. Under the clear light of impartial inquiry, 
the fascinating spectre which Macaulay conjured up vanishes into air, or 
rather takes its place, once and for all, among the villains of romance” 
(Strachey 1989: 225). Even more vehemently does he chastise James Mill, 
upon whom Macaulay relied for his information (ibid.: 229–30).
 The qualities that make a historian, Strachey (ibid.: 93) famously 
observed, are “a capacity for absorbing facts, a capacity for stating them, 
and a point of view.” It is this last requirement of a good historian that sets 
Strachey’s vision of biography apart from those of his predecessors. What, 
though, does Strachey mean by a “point of view”? Strachey, notoriously, 
never provides a de nition of the term, but this, I think, does not betray 
a culpable equivocation or vagueness—the term is as precise as it needs 
to be—rather, it reveals Strachey’s awareness of what kind of notion it is. 
It is not the kind of concept which one can grasp through a strict de ni-
tion. Like many concepts, one acquires it—and can only acquire it—from 
examples (and even then, not by seeing what is common to all examples 
but, rather, by seeing the series of overlapping and crisscrossing similari-
ties and di erences that constitute a set of family resemblances). Strachey’s 
(1931: 160) paradigm example of a historian with a point of view is Edward 
Gibbon, who, he insists, was a “great artist.” The emphasis here is on his-
tory as an art rather than a science, and in stressing the di erence, Strachey 
(ibid.) gives hints as to what a “point of view” is:
It is obvious that History is not a science: it is obvious that History is not the 
accumulation of facts, but the relation of them. Only the pedantry of incom-
plete academic persons could have given birth to such a monstrous supposition. 
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Facts relating to the past, when they are collected without art, are compilations; 
and compilations, no doubt, are useful; but they are no more History than but-
ter, eggs, salt and herbs are an omelette.
 Gibbon’s art, then, consists in bringing “order out of the enormous 
chaos of his subject—a truly stupendous achievement!” (ibid.: 161). As is 
revealed in his criticisms of Macaulay and Mill, Strachey considered it the 
duty of the historian to get the facts right, but that is not the historian’s only
duty. A really good historian can, by exercising what Wittgenstein calls the 
“understanding that consists in seeing connections,” reveal the relations 
among the facts and, by so doing, transform a mere compilation into a 
great work of art.
 Having a point of view, then, is for Strachey important for two reasons: 
(1) it prevents a biography from becoming the undigested mass of which 
Gosse and Dunn had complained by providing the biographer with a basis 
for making decisions about what to include and what to leave out, and (2) 
it enables the biographer to present to the reader not just a selection of facts 
and documents but also an interpretation of that documentation, one that 
will enable the reader to make sense of the material and thus to understand 
the biographical subject.
 In emphasizing the need for a “point of view,” however, Strachey was 
not abandoning or weakening the robust distinction between fact and  c-
tion mentioned above. He was not, for example, arguing for any kind of 
relativism with regard to historical fact. He did not believe that whether 
something was true or not depended upon, or was relative to, the point 
of view from which it was seen. He believed, certainly, that the arts of 
history and of biography (and he was vehement in his insistence that both 
were arts) consisted not only in the discovery of facts but also, and more 
crucially, in the interpretation of them, but he regarded the two processes, 
discovery and interpretation, as quite separate from each other. He did not 
think that all discovery and observation was, so to speak, “theory laden.” 
On the contrary, an unexamined assumption that the discovery of facts 
is separable from their interpretation lies at the very center of Strachey’s 
thinking about historical and biographical methodology; it is what allows 
him, for example, to criticize Victorian historians and biographers for pre-
senting facts without the point of view required for understanding them. 
(See, for example, his remarks about “the late Professor Samuel Gardiner” 
in his essay on Macaulay [Strachey 1931: 170].)
 “The most delicate and humane of all the branches of the art of writ-
ing,” as Strachey conceives it, does not consist in accumulating uninter-
preted facts, but neither is it, as Dunn came close to saying, a branch of 
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 ction. The biographer’s task is to “lay bare the facts of the case, as he 
understands them.” The “point of view” required of a good biographer is a 
way of understanding the facts, a way of seeing the biographical subject. It is 
not a theory, any more than the “change of aspect” that allows us to see the 
ambiguous duck-rabbit  gure (see Wittgenstein 1974 [1953]: 194)  rst as a 
duck and then as a rabbit is the result of a change of theory. Neither is it, 
as Dunn puts it, a “‘ ctive’ thing.” And yet, after Strachey, the subsequent 
history of the literature on biography is a tale of these twin misunderstand-
ings of what a “point of view” is.
1.4. Theory in Embryo: Virginia Woolf
Strachey’s “New Biography” has had surprisingly little impact on the way 
biographies are written today. Very few biographers now aspire to the lit-
erary panache that Strachey brought to his work, and the virtue of brevity 
upon which he laid such stress is one that, by and large, biographers no 
longer cultivate. It has had and continues to have, however, a deep in u-
ence on the way biography is discussed, though this in uence has been 
exercised not chie y through Strachey’s own work but rather through 
Woolf ’s re ections upon it.
 Rather strangely, however, though Woolf never mentions Dunn and 
shows no sign of having ever read English Biography, the theme that domi-
nates her two essays on biography—“The New Biography” (1927) and “The 
Art of Biography” (1939)—is that raised by Dunn but generally ignored by 
Strachey; namely, the allegedly “perilously shadowy” line that separates 
fact from  ction in biography. What Woolf describes as characteristic of 
the New Biography is not either of the two duties of the biographer iden-
ti ed by Strachey—brevity and independence of spirit—neither is it the 
importance Strachey attaches to a point of view. The trait she identi es as 
characteristic of the New Biography is, rather, a leaning toward  ction.
 Her essay “The New Biography,” is ostensibly a review of Harold Nicol-
son’s book Some People (1927), an idiosyncratic collection of “memoirs,” most 
of which, as Nicolson makes clear to his readers, combine fact with  ction. 
Her second essay, “The Art of Biography,” is an appraisal of Strachey’s 
work. There she applauds Strachey’s Queen Victoria (1971a [1921]), because 
it con nes itself to documented fact and is content to be the work of a craft 
rather than of art, while criticizing his Elizabeth and Essex (1971b [1928]) for 
aspiring to raise biography to an art and, in the process, combining, as 
Nicolson had done, fact and  ction.
 In both cases, she is guilty of misrepresentation. Some People is, indeed, 
largely  ction, but (precisely because of that as well as for other reasons) it 
is hardly representative of the New Biography. Elizabeth and Essex, on the 
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other hand, is representative of Strachey’s new kind of biography, but it 
does not combine fact with  ction, or, at least, not in the way that Nicol-
son’s book does and neither quite in the way that Woolf suggests. There 
are passages in Elizabeth and Essex that are perhaps best described as  ction 
(see, for example, the passage from the book quoted on below [Strachey 
1971b {1928}: 33]); but unlike the “memoirs” in Some People, their  ctional 
elements are not acknowledged candidly as such by their author but are, 
rather, presented as history. Where Elizabeth and Essex di ers most strik-
ingly from Queen Victoria (much, in my opinion, to its detriment) is in its 
appeal to Freudian psychoanalysis as an explanatory framework. Its  aws 
are due not, as Woolf would have it, to Strachey’s determination to make 
biography into an art but, rather, to his doing what Sidney Lee had warned 
against, namely, making biography the handmaiden of a particular science 
(or, in this case, a supposed science).
 Virginia Woolf ’s two essays on biography have replaced Dr. Johnson’s 
essays as the two most heavily discussed contributions to the literature on 
the subject,⁷ and her misrepresentation of the New Biography has had a 
deep and lasting in uence on several generations of commentators on the 
genre. In particular, her essays have succeeded in placing at the very center 
of the discussion of biography the issue of its relation to  ction, an issue to 
which, inevitably, Woolf brought her own distinctive views on the nature of 
 ction itself.⁸
 In two famous essays, “Modern Fiction” (1966 [1919]: 103–10) and “Mr 
Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1993 [1923]: 69–87), written before she wrote 
“The New Biography,” Woolf put forward the view, largely via a severe 
critique of the Edwardian novelists George Wells, John Galsworthy, and 
Arnold Bennett, that the task of the novelist is to present life and that the 
novelist cannot accomplish this task so long as he or she is con ned—as, so 
she alleges, the Edwardians con ned themselves—to a description of the 
external world. The novelist has to “look within” and “record the atoms as 
they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall” (Woolf 1966: 106).
 In the short story “The Mark on the Wall” (1993 [1917]: 53–60), Woolf 
attempted to show the way forward by writing a story that dealt almost 
exclusively with the thoughts inside the head of her main character, 
thoughts which, in turn, concern themselves precisely with the need to 
reject the external point of view, “with its hard, separate facts” (ibid.: 55) 
in favor of an acceptance of inwardness and  ux. In Jacob’s Room (1990 
[1922]), Woolf describes the di  culty of entering into the inner world of 
7. Extended discussions of these essays are in Shelston 1977: 62–73; Raitt 1993: 17–40; 
Marcus 1994, 2002; Briggs 1995; and Gualtieri 2000.
8. For an elaboration of this point see Monk 2007.
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another, using as a metaphor the room that had belonged to the eponymous 
Jacob, the emptiness of which serves as a symbol of absence. At the end 
of the novel, Jacob is absent because he has died during the First World 
War, but, as Woolf (ibid.: 89) reminds us repeatedly throughout the book, 
even when he was alive he was absent to his mother and to Woolf herself, 
because neither of them could “know what was in his mind.”
 Before she wrote “The New Biography,” then, Woolf had already out-
lined, at least implicitly, a view of the genre. Any attempt to represent 
the life of another through factual means must necessarily fail, since facts 
are external and life is essentially internal. As the inner life of another is 
closed to us, whenever we attempt to describe the life of another, we are 
forced into writing  ction. In “The New Biography,” she uses this thought 
to distinguish the old from the new. To the old (i.e., Victorian) biographers, 
she applies the criticism she had earlier made of the Edwardian novelists; 
namely, that they attend only to external facts, thus letting real life slip by. 
The New Biography, on the other hand, as represented by Strachey and 
Nicolson, she describes as trying to convey the internal lives of their sub-
jects but necessarily turning, in the process, toward  ction. But she argues, 
“truth of fact and truth of  ction are incompatible” (Woolf 1967b [1927]: 
234), and so the New Biography, torn between the methods of biography 
and the aspirations of the novelist, is doomed to remain forever unsuccess-
ful in its endeavor to capture the “rainbow-like intangibility” of personality 
through the “granite-like solidity” (ibid.: 229) of external facts. The two 
will not mix; the “truthful transmission of personality” is possible, as her 
earlier work implies, only through the “truth of  ction.”
1.5. Responses to Woolf: Harold Nicolson and André Maurois
“The New Biography” gave rise to a brief  owering of  rst-rate writing on 
the genre, an exchange of views that Leon Edel, writing in 1956, described 
as “the liveliest discussion of biography we have had in our half-century” 
(Edel 1957: 5). The chief contributors to this discussion were Woolf ’s friends 
(the English literary world was a small community in those days) Lytton 
Strachey, André Maurois, and Harold Nicolson. None of these writers was 
an academic; they were freelance writers, and they published their articles 
in newspapers and literary magazines rather than in academic journals. 
Nevertheless, they were serious scholars and gifted writers, and the quality 
of their thinking on the subject, particularly that of Maurois, has, in my 
opinion, never been surpassed.
 Nicolson’s contribution to the discussion was The Development of English 
Biography (1928), which was published by Woolf ’s own publishing house, 
Hogarth Press, and, though ostensibly a general history of biography, was 
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quite clearly, even if often only implicitly, a response to “The New Biogra-
phy.” Throughout the book, Nicolson is at pains to distance himself from 
the view attributed to him by Woolf that the way forward for biography is 
to mix fact and  ction.
 Far from accepting this view, Nicolson repeatedly emphasizes the impor-
tance of expunging  ction from biography. He begins by distinguishing 
“pure” from “impure” biography, the latter characterized by: (1) a desire 
to celebrate the dead, (2) “the desire to compose the life of an individual as 
an illustration of some extraneous theory or conception” (Nicolson 1928: 
9–10), and (3) “undue subjectivity in the writer” (ibid.: 10). The “primary 
essential” of “pure” biography, on the other hand, “is that of historical 
truth” (ibid.).
 Nicolson’s paradigms of “pure” biography are Boswell’s Life of John-
son and Lockhart’s Life of Scott. His paradigms of its “impure” variety are, 
inevitably, the much-derided Victorian biographies, the one he singles out 
being Mrs Gaskell’s Charlotte Bronte, which he claims is better seen as “an 
excellent sentimental novel” than as a biography (ibid.: 128).
 Toward the end of the book, Nicolson embarks on a discussion of biog-
raphy’s relations to science and literature. While raising interesting issues, 
this discussion seems fatally compromised by a startlingly naive concep-
tion of science as the accumulation of facts, together with a fundamental 
misunderstanding of Strachey’s notion of a “point of view.” The modern 
reader’s interest in biography, Nicolson (ibid.: 142) begins by observing, is 
partly scienti c and partly literary: “He asks for more and more of these 
[factual] details and yet he insists that the mass of material be presented 
in a readable form.” To meet the scienti c demand, the biographer has 
to accumulate a vast amount of material; to meet the literary demand, he 
or she has to produce this material in synthetic form. But “a synthesis . . . 
requires a thesis, a motive, or, to say the least, a point of view” (ibid.), 
and so the purity of the biography becomes threatened by the dis guring 
e ect of the second characteristic of “impure” biography listed above, “the 
desire to compose the life of an individual as an illustration of some extra-
neous theory or conception” (ibid.: 9–10).
 Strachey’s Queen Victoria is explicitly mentioned by Nicolson (ibid.: 153) 
as failing to count as “pure” biography, “because he [Strachey] is domi-
nated by his own point of view.” Strachey, he says, has worked on “a per-
sonal thesis,” and “any personal thesis on the part of the biographer is 
destructive of ‘pure’ biography”:
Boswell had no thesis, nor had Lockhart; they worked wholly on the induc-
tive method, and their literary skill was manifested solely in the arrangement 
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and presentation of their specimens; they neither propounded nor implied a 
theory; they merely, with the requisite degree of taste and selection, furnished 
facts. (Ibid.)
Nicolson’s lumping together of Strachey’s concept of a “point of view” 
with the notions of theory and thesis should, I think, be resisted. A “point of 
view” is not the same thing as a theory. In Strachey’s view, as we have seen, 
a “point of view” is needed in order to understand the facts and documents 
that a historian or a biographer presents. In so far as Boswell was successful 
in understanding Johnson and in so far as Lockhart was successful in under-
standing Scott, they too, necessarily, had a point of view. But this does not 
mean that Boswell or Lockhart had “the desire to compose the life of an 
individual as an illustration of some extraneous theory or conception,” and 
neither—until he wrote Elizabeth and Essex, at least—did Strachey.
 Nicolson sees Strachey’s New Biography as a casualty in the battle 
between the literary and the scienti c. “The scienti c interest in biogra-
phy,” he writes:
is hostile to, and will in the end prove destructive of, the literary interest. The 
former will insist not only on the facts, but on all the facts; the latter demands 
a partial or arti cial representation of the facts. The scienti c interest, as it 
develops, will become insatiable; no synthetic power, or genius for representa-
tion, will be able to keep the pace. (Ibid.: 154)
Writing at a time when the “scienti c” demand for facts was in its infancy, 
Boswell and Lockhart were able to satisfy it and write a satisfying work of 
literature; but Nicolson (ibid.: 158) suggests, such a thing will in the future 
no longer be possible: “We shall not have another Boswell or another Lock-
hart.” The “pure” biography of the future will be scienti c in two di erent 
ways:  rst, there will be biographies based on, e.g.,Sir Francis Galton’s 
theories of genetics or Freud’s psychoanalysis, and second, there will be 
“sociological biographies, economic biographies, aesthetic biographies, 
philosophical biographies” (ibid.: 154–55). Both “will become specialised 
and technical” (ibid.: 154). Literary biography, meanwhile, will “wander 
o  into the imaginative, leaving the strident streets of science for the open 
 elds of  ction” (ibid.: 155), but this, Nicolson suggests, does not much 
matter, since “the literary element in ‘pure’ biography was always the least 
important” (ibid.: 158).
 The view that Nicolson presents, then, could hardly be more at odds 
with that for which Woolf had argued in “The New Biography.” Woolf 
had argued that the biographer’s task could not possibly be accomplished 
through the accumulation and presentation of facts and that the few biog-
raphers who understood this were necessarily inclined toward writing 
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 ction, thereby producing an unsatisfying hybrid of fact and  ction. By 
contrast, Nicolson argues that the really important aspect of biography 
is and always was the accumulation and presentation of facts and that 
the biographers who turn to  ction are those who, in the face of the “sci-
enti c” demands now placed upon writers of the genre, have given up 
biography.
 Nicolson was right, of course, to suggest that the future would see a 
growth in the number of specialized biographies—lives of economists, phi-
losophers, scientists, and so forth written by practitioners of those disci-
plines and focusing on their technical achievements. However, his discus-
sion of “scienti c biography” in the other sense—biography based on the 
“science” of Freudian psychoanalysis, for example—sits rather oddly with 
his earlier distinction between “pure” and “impure” biography. He surely 
envisaged that this “science” would provide an explanatory framework. But 
if so, how did he imagine that such biographies would escape being written 
with “the desire to compose the life of an individual as an illustration of 
some extraneous theory or conception” and thus failing to meet his criteria 
of “pure” biography?
 Maurois’s Cambridge lectures, Aspects of Biography (given in the same 
series as E. M. Forster’s much better known lectures Aspects of the Novel ), 
were delivered in 1928, the same year that Nicolson’s book was published. 
They present not only a more adequate response to Woolf ’s arguments 
in “The New Biography” but also a more satisfying view of the relation 
between “biography as art” and “biography as science.”
 His  rst lecture, “Modern Biography,” has as its central theme the 
dichotomy that Woolf had seen in the phrase “truthful transmission of per-
sonality,” the tension between the granite of truth and the rainbow of per-
sonality. Maurois’s central point is that, though the thing is di  cult and 
requires great skill, it is possible to shape the granite of fact into something 
expressive of personality. “It is perfectly accurate,” he writes, “to say that 
truth has the solidity of stone and that personality has the lightness of a 
rainbow, but Rodin and the Greek sculptors before him have at times been 
able to infuse into marble the elusive curves and the changing lights of 
human  esh” (Maurois 1929: 38).
 As Maurois (ibid.: 56) sees it, the challenge facing the biographer is 
“while maintaining a scrupulous respect for scienti c truth, to get some-
where near the art of the novelist.” In his lecture “Biography as a Work of 
Art,” he has some wise things to say about biographical technique, about 
how it is possible, contra Woolf, to transmit personality truthfully, that is, 
while con ning oneself to the “truth of fact.” He draws attention, for 
example, to the importance of small, physical details:
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Everything that can give us an idea of what the man actually looked like, the 
tone of his voice, the style of his conversation, is essential. The part played by 
the body in helping to form our ideas of the character of our acquaintances 
should always be borne in mind. (Ibid.: 63)
He also points out the need for a biographer not to be didactic:
A great life well told always carries a suggestion of a philosophy of life, but it 
gains nothing by an expression of that philosophy. (Ibid.: 70)
Having considered biography as an art, Maurois proceeds next to con-
sider it as a science. “The truth is,” he writes, “that the nearer we press 
towards actual facts, the more clearly we see that biography cannot be 
treated like physics and chemistry” (ibid.: 96). The reason is that, though 
the experiments of science are repeatable, “the proper function of biogra-
phy is to deal with the individual and the instantaneous” (ibid.: 97). “Of 
course,” he goes on,
I am well aware that we shall be told: “You will have medical biographies; you 
will have studies of internal secretions; you will have biographies founded upon 
Freud”. Very well, but will they be interesting? (Ibid.: 100)
In response to such suggestions, he insists that “it would be dangerous and 
absurd to try to establish too close a parallelism between the exact sciences 
and the historical sciences” (ibid.: 103), since the truth about a person “is a 
truth of a kind totally di erent from that which is pursued by the chemist 
or the physicist” (ibid.). And in response to the question “Ought biography 
to be a science?” Maurois (ibid.: 110) writes:
We might as well ask whether the portrait painter ought to be a scholar. The 
reply is obvious: the portrait painter should be a man of integrity, he should 
aim at a likeness, he should know the technique of his craft, but his objective is the 
painting of the individual, whereas science is concerned only with the general.
In other words, the biographer’s duty, like that of Wittgenstein’s philoso-
pher, is to resist the “craving for generality” characteristic of those who 
aspire to science.
 In his lecture “Biography as a Means of Expression,” Maurois con-
centrates on his own experience as the biographer of Shelley and tries to 
articulate what kind of understanding it is that we seek when we write—or 
read—biography. About one thing he is clear: it is not the same as the 
understanding to which we aspire in science. “We desire to understand 
human beings with a comprehension entirely di erent from that of the 
movements of electrons or the habits of birds” (ibid.: 128).
 What the biographer shares with the scientist is a concern with facts, and 
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Maurois will have nothing to do with any view of biography that sees it as 
a branch of  ction. “To publish a biography, to announce it as a biography 
and not as a novel, is an announcement of authentic facts,” he writes,
and the  rst thing that is due from a biographer to his reader is truth. He has 
no right to construct a hero according to his own needs and desires. He has no 
right to invent conversations and incidents. He has no right to omit certain facts 
because they do not  t in with his psychological structure. (Ibid.: 131–32)
The biographer is neither a scientist nor a novelist; biography is an art, but 
it is one that has the same kind of obligations to the facts as does science. 
It concerns itself with the granite of truth, but it seeks, like Rodin, to fash-
ion from that granite something that conveys  esh and blood. In all this, 
I think, Maurois is undoubtedly correct. His work might be regarded, I 
think, the way Wittgenstein regarded his own work, as an “assemblage of 
reminders” of obvious truths that might appear to be trivial were they not 
so often forgotten or ignored.
2. Biography as Theory
2.1. Freud
Nicolson’s prediction of the growth of “scienti c” biography—in both 
senses—was prescient. But much less so was his prediction that literary 
biographers would lose interest in accumulating facts and turn their atten-
tions to  ction while scienti c biography would be driven by public demand 
to attempt to present all the facts. In fact, almost the very opposite has hap-
pened. It is literary biography (one thinks of, for example, Michael Holroyd, 
Richard Ellmann, and Richard Holmes) that has shown an ardent desire 
for accumulating facts and checking their veracity and so-called scienti c
biography (in Nicolson’s  rst sense: biography written as the application of 
Freudian theory, for example) that has ended up writing  ction.
 That this would be so is something Nicolson was in a good position to 
predict, since the chief reason for it is something to which he himself draws 
attention:  rst, when he lists the “desire to compose the life of an individual 
as an illustration of some extraneous theory or conception” (Nicolson 1928: 
9–10) as something inimical to the proper aims of biography and, again, 
when he insists that “any personal thesis on the part of the biographer is 
destructive of ‘pure’ biography” (ibid.: 153).
 Nothing better illustrates these two points than the attempt by Freud to 
write “scienti c biography.” Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood
(Freud 1985: 143–232) was no doubt known to both Nicolson and Maurois. 
It had been in print since 1910 (in English translation since 1916) and had 
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been exposed as fatally compromised by a serious factual error since at 
least 1923. Freud had published it, in the words of his biographer Peter Gay 
(1988: 268), as a “scouting expedition” for a future psychoanalytic invasion 
of cultural subjects. “The domain of biography, too, must become ours,” 
Freud had written to Jung while writing the book, “the riddle of Leonardo 
da Vinci’s character has suddenly become transparent to me. That, then, 
would be the  rst step in biography” (quoted in ibid.). In the essay itself, 
Freud (1985: 228) states that his aim is to demonstrate “what psychoanaly-
sis can achieve in the  eld of biography.”
 The serious factual error in Leonardo concerns the meaning of the Italian 
word nibbio. In Leonardo’s diary, Freud (ibid.: 172) reports, he recalls one 
of his earliest memories: “While I was in my cradle a vulture [nibbio] came 
down to me and opened my mouth with its tail and struck me many times 
with its tail against my lips.” Much of the rest of Freud’s essay is taken up 
with interpreting the meaning of this memory, seeing in it, among other 
things, an expression both of Leonardo’s repressed homosexuality and of 
his feelings about his mother. Crucial to this series of psychoanalytic inter-
pretations are the associations between vultures and motherhood, which 
Freud builds upon the fact that, in ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics, the 
symbol for “mother” is a vulture.
 However, nibbio does not mean “vulture,” it means “kite,” a fact which 
more or less completely undermines Freud’s attempted solution to the 
“riddle” of Leonardo’s character. This glaring mistake was politely ignored 
by most reviewers, but it was pointed out in print in Eric MacLagan 1923 
and several times thereafter, and it is extremely unlikely that Freud’s atten-
tion was not called to it. However, though he oversaw several reprints of 
the book, Freud never corrected or even acknowledged this central error.
 Toward the end of the essay, Freud (1985: 228) remarks that, in the face 
of the foreseeable criticism that what he had produced was nothing more 
than a “psychoanalytical novel,” his reply would be “that I am far from 
overestimating the certainty of these results.” And indeed, given that these 
“results” are based largely upon nothing more than a mistranslation, one 
might well regard the essay as just that: a “novel.”⁹
 In writing Leonardo, Freud seems, in fact, to have allowed himself exactly 
9. Of course, I do not mean here that Freud has written something that might appropriately 
be sold in the novel section of a bookshop. I mean something analogous to what Strachey 
(1989: 225) meant when he said that Macaulay’s essay on Warren Hastings was a “master-
piece of imagination” and that Hastings, as described by Macaulay, might be placed “among 
the villains of romance.” For an interesting alternative understanding of the relation between 
fact and  ction—one that emphasizes the di erences between  ction and falsehood—see 
Sternberg 1985: 23–35.
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the kind of freedom that Woolf had described as the privilege of the nov-
elist, whose responsibility is not to the veri able facts but to the “truth of 
 ction.” A telling example concerns Leonardo’s mother, whom, controver-
sially, Freud identi es as a certain Caterina, a woman most experts believe 
to have been merely a servant in Leonardo’s household. His “evidence” 
for this is a novel about Leonardo by the Russian novelist Merezhkovsky. 
“This interpretation by the psychological novelist cannot be put to the 
proof,” Freud (1985: 197) writes, “but it can claim so much inner proba-
bility, and it is so much in harmony with all that we otherwise know of 
Leonardo’s emotional activity, that I cannot refrain from accepting it as 
correct.” In other words, Caterina had to be Leonardo’s mother for the 
same reason that the bird in Leonardo’s reminiscence had to be a vulture, 
namely, that it  tted into the “explanations” that Freud o ered.
 When Woolf chastised Strachey for mixing fact and  ction in his Eliza-
beth and Essex, she failed to identify the Freudian origins of this mistake. 
Freud, however, was very quick to see the debt that Strachey’s work owed 
to his own. After receiving a copy soon after publication, Freud wrote to 
Strachey to congratulate him on the book, telling him that he had read 
Strachey’s previous books “with great enjoyment”:
But the enjoyment was essentially an aesthetic one. This time you have moved 
me deeply, for you yourself have reached greater depths . . . you show that you 
are steeped in the spirit of psychoanalysis . . . you have approached one of the 
most remarkable  gures in your country’s history, you have known how to trace 
back her character to the impressions of her childhood, you have touched upon 
her most hidden motives with equal boldness and discretion, and it is very pos-
sible that you have succeeded in making a correct reconstruction of what actu-
ally occurred. (Quoted in Holroyd 1994: 615)
An example of the kind of thing Freud is thinking of here might be the 
following description of how Elizabeth felt when she condemned Essex to 
death:
He would  nd that she was indeed the daughter of a father who had known 
how to rule a kingdom and how to punish the per dy of those he had loved 
the most. Yes, indeed, she felt her father’s spirit within her; and an extraordi-
nary passion moved the obscure profundities of her being, as she condemned 
her lover to her mother’s death . . . but in a still remoter depth there were still 
stranger stirrings. There was a di erence as well as a likeness; after all, she was 
no man, but a woman; and was this, perhaps, not a repetition but a revenge? 
After all the long years of her life-time, and in this appalling consummation, 
was it her murdered mother who had  nally emerged? The wheel had come 
full circle. Manhood—the fascinating, detestable entity, which had  rst come 
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upon her concealed in yellow magni cence in her father’s lap—manhood was 
overthrown at last. (Strachey 1971b [1928]: 165–66)
This is a  ne piece of writing, but just as Strachey could say of Macaulay’s 
essay on Hastings that it was not history, so one might say of this that it 
is not biography. It is, as Woolf pointed out,  ction—Strachey has no evi-
dence whatsoever that Elizabeth felt any of the thoughts and feelings he 
here attributes to her and does nothing to indicate that he is here speculat-
ing about Elizabeth’s feelings (he writes “she felt her father’s spirit within 
her,” not, e.g., “perhaps she felt her father’s spirit within her”). But it is not 
 ction in the name of art; like Freud’s Leonardo, it is  ction in the name of 
(Freudian) science.
2.2. Sartre
The biographies of Jean-Paul Sartre show a similar tendency toward  ction, 
not this time because of aspirations to be scienti c but, rather, because of a 
con dence in a philosophical theory. Sartre’s biographies (he wrote three: of 
Charles Baudelaire, Jean Genet, and Gustave Flaubert) are philosophical 
in a uniquely literal sense. They were conceived by him to be showpieces 
of his philosophy in something like the way Freud’s Leonardo was to have 
shown the value and the power of psychoanalysis. The details of Sartre’s 
philosophical system changed over the twenty-four years or so that sepa-
rate the publication of his biography of Baudelaire (1947) from that of his 
biography of Flaubert (1971–72). And the two books di er sharply, not only 
in length (Baudelaire is a short essay; The Family Idiot, on Flaubert, an enor-
mous, sprawling multivolumed work) but also in philosophical outlook.
 At the time of writing Baudelaire, Sartre had a theory that we are each 
of us entirely responsible for the kind of life we lead and, in particular, 
that our lives are shaped by a decisive original choice that determines the 
kind of person we will become. He identi es the moment when Baudelaire 
made this decisive choice as the remarriage of his mother. The only rea-
son Sartre has for thinking that there was such a moment in Baudelaire’s 
life, however, is that his philosophical theory says that there has to be such 
a moment. It is striking and instructive that, when Sartre (1949: 17–18) 
comes to describe this momentous decision—how Baudelaire came to 
make it, how he felt about it, and what it meant to him—he does so largely 
in his own words, not Baudelaire’s:
The justi cation for his existence had disappeared; he made the mortifying dis-
covery that he was a single person, that his life had been given him for nothing. 
His rage at being driven out was coloured by a profound sense of having fallen 
from grace. When later on he thought of this moment, he wrote, “Sense of soli-
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tude from childhood. In spite of the family—and above all when surrounded by 
children my own age—I had a sense of being destined to eternal solitude.” He 
already thought of his isolation as a destiny. That meant that he did not accept it 
passively. On the contrary, he embraced it with fury, shut himself up in it and, 
since he was condemned to it, hoped that at any rate his condemnation was 
 nal. This brings us to the point at which Baudelaire chose the sort of person he 
would be—that irrevocable choice by which each of us decides in a particular 
situation what he will be and what he is. When he found himself abandoned and 
rejected, Baudelaire chose solitude deliberately as an act of self-assertion, so 
that his solitude should not be something in icted on him by other people.
Somebody writing  rst and foremost as a biographer, rather than as a phi-
losopher, would have handled this decisive moment (if such it is) very dif-
ferently. Instead of telling us that Baudelaire thought and felt this or that, 
a biographer would have quoted from his letters, his memoirs, his diaries, 
allowing us to see that he thought and felt this or that. As it is, the only 
reason we have for thinking that Sartre is right in attributing to Baudelaire 
feelings of rage and fury about being abandoned and rejected is that such 
feelings would be consistent with Sartre’s philosophical psychology.
 By the time he came to write his biography of Flaubert, Sartre had 
modi ed his views somewhat about the extent to which we all decide to be 
the people we are and, therefore, about the importance to a biography of 
identifying this “original choice.” As the preface to The Family Idiot shows, 
however, Sartre’s ambitions for the biography were still more grandiose. 
Describing the book as “the sequel to Search for a Method,” Sartre (1981: ix) 
declares that its subject is: “what, at this point in time, can we know about 
a man?” In an interview that took place in 1971, immediately after the pub-
lication of the second volume of the book, Sartre said:
The underlying intention of the Flaubert is to show that in the end everything 
is communicable and that one can, without being God but just a man like any 
other, arrive at perfect understanding of a man, if one has all the necessary 
elements. I can anticipate Flaubert, I know him and that’s my aim to prove that 
every man is perfectly knowable as long as one uses the appropriate methods 
and has available the necessary documents. (Quoted in Ellis 2000: 145)
The claim that he could “anticipate” Flaubert turns out to mean that, like 
Freud on Leonardo and Strachey on Elizabeth, Sartre felt able to present 
speculations generated by his theories as if they were matters of fact. In 
discussing the e ects of Flaubert’s dyslexia upon his subsequent life, for 
example, he asks us to imagine Flaubert’s father, angry that his son cannot 
read, saying to the young Gustave, “You will be the idiot of the family,” 
and to further imagine that “a surgical gaze descended on the child and 
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a magisterial voice said: ‘He is not gifted’” (Collins 1980: 121). For page 
after page, throughout an extraordinarily long book, we do not hear Flau-
bert’s voice but rather Sartre’s, telling us his theories of philosophical psy-
chology, using Flaubert’s life merely as an illustrative example. Flaubert, 
Sartre (1981: 343) tells us in a typical passage, wanted as a child to cling 
onto childhood, which produced in him a kind of stupor:
The stupor is primarily a refusal to grow up and confront the problems of knowl-
edge, of practical life; when anxiety plagues him, he “dulls” himself and tries to 
return to his past—to a present without problems. This apparent regression is a 
surrender to the self; the pure present is identi ed with the past, and the  ux of 
perceptions poses as a diluting di usion of the soul in the palpable universe, this 
involves the simultaneous abolition of a super uous ego and of the future. On 
this level, the stupor is an answer and the child already knows how to use it.
Again and again we are told, in Sartre’s words, what Flaubert must have 
felt, rather than hearing in Flaubert’s own voice what he did, in fact, feel.
 In his essay “At the Limits of Biographical Knowledge: Sartre and 
Levinas” (1992), David A. Jopling takes exception to Sartre’s claim to a 
complete understanding of Flaubert and links it with Wittgenstein’s (1974 
[1953]: §435) famous remark that “nothing is hidden.” “With respect to our 
everyday experience of inter-personal relations,” Jopling (1992: 86) says, 
the notion endorsed by Sartre and Wittgenstein that “nothing is hidden”
means that everything about our interlocutors, colleagues and friends is in prin-
ciple visible, intelligible and comprehensible. In real life, a person “expresses 
himself as a whole in even his most insigni cant and his most super cial behav-
iour. In other words there is not a taste, a mannerism, or a human act which is 
not revealing.”
Wittgenstein, I think, would have agreed with the view expressed by Sartre 
in the above quotation ( Jopling is there quoting from Being and Nothingness), 
and that does, indeed, I think, capture part of what he meant by “nothing 
is hidden.” But of course, from the fact that nothing is hidden it does not
follow that we can all see everything. The things that are expressed by even 
our most super cial behavior may go entirely unnoticed unless they are 
observed by a special kind of person, either a person who knows us par-
ticularly well or someone who has a special kind of insight into, as it were, 
people like us. Wittgenstein did, indeed, believe that “nothing is hidden,” 
but he emphatically did not believe that everything was, in fact, seen. “It 
is important for our view of things,” he wrote in 1948, “that someone may 
feel concerning certain people that their inner life will always be a mystery 
to him. That he will never understand them (Englishwomen in the eyes of 
Europeans)” (Wittgenstein 1980: 74e).
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Why are Englishwomen a mystery to the French and the Germans 
(assuming, for the moment, that Wittgenstein is right in claiming that they 
are)? Not because their inner lives are hidden. Their manners, the way they 
dress, the way they act are as expressive as the corresponding features of 
Continental women, but what these things express is, according to Witt-
genstein, a closed book to Continentals.
 And this opens up a crucially important di erence between Wittgenstein 
and Sartre. For Wittgenstein, in order to see what lies unhidden in front of 
us with regard to people’s inner lives, we would have to have a certain kind 
of relationship with those people. We would usually need to know them 
fairly well; at the very least we would have to belong to the same culture as 
they. For Sartre, however, all that is required are the necessary facts and the 
right theory.
 According to Jopling (1992: 87), Sartre takes from the Diltheyan tradi-
tion a notion of understanding as verstehen—whereby “understanding is not 
an explicit, analytical or inference-based knowledge, but an immediate 
and tacit grasp of the meaning that human events have for us”—but adds 
to it two things. The  rst is the claim that “it is always possible to re ne 
and explicate our pre-re ective understanding, and regiment it with a rigorous 
method” (ibid.: 88; my emphasis); the second is the claim that this under-
standing of others is, or can be, total.
 Borrowing ideas and lines of argument from Emmanuel Levinas, Jop-
ling’s chief interest is in opposing this notion of a total understanding. He 
argues, on the one hand, that it fails to respect the otherness of other people 
and, on the other, that it objecti es them, “viewing them as objects to be 
studied, manipulated, predicted or managed,” rather than as “persons 
whom one addresses, responds to, encounters and calls to account” (ibid.: 
99–100).
 What Jopling’s critique of Sartre shows, however, is that Sartre’s notion 
of understanding another person is not, as Jopling seems to suggest, a vari-
ant of the Diltheyan notion of verstehen but a complete repudiation of it. 
When Wilhelm Dilthey distinguished verstehen from erklärung, his purpose 
was precisely to argue that the understanding of a person (verstehen) dif-
fers from scienti c explanation (erklärung) in exactly the ways that Levi-
nas and Jopling insist upon. “We explain by means of purely intellectual 
processes,” the “anti-psychiatrist” R. D. Laing (1965: 32) quotes Dilthey as 
saying, “but we understand by means of the cooperation of all the powers 
of the mind in comprehension. In understanding we start from the connec-
tion of the given, living whole, in order to make the past comprehensible 
in terms of it.”
 Laing was using the quotation to illustrate the di erence between the 
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(scienti c) aim of psychology to explain schizophrenia and his own aim of 
understanding schizophrenics as people.¹⁰ This di erence Laing (ibid.: 33) 
describes in strikingly Wittgensteinian terms as one that involves seeing
things di erently:
To look and listen to a patient and to see “signs” of schizophrenia (as a “dis-
ease”) and to look and to listen to him simply as a human being are to see and 
to hear in as radically di erent ways as when one sees,  rst the vase, then the 
faces in the ambiguous picture.
Wittgenstein’s (1974 [1953]: §66) advice to philosophers, “Don’t think, but 
look!” might be adapted for biographers as follows: “Don’t tell us what 
your subjects must have thought or felt in accordance with what your theo-
ries tell you. Look and see whether they did, in fact, think and feel these 
things.”
2.3. Edel
A prominent biographer and theorist of biography whose work  ies in the 
face of such advice is Leon Edel, the biographer of Henry James. His con-
cept of “literary psychology” has as its basic premise the view that “all 
literature is a form of disguise, a mask, a fable, a mystery; and behind the 
mask is the author” (Edel 1982: ix). The task of the literary biographer-
psychologist is to see behind the mask, to uncover “the  gure under the 
carpet,” so as to identify the “motivations and origins” (ibid.: 39) of the 
work and thus what emotions, thoughts, feelings, fears, etc., are expressed 
by it.
 Though he describes literary psychology as an art, Edel uses the lan-
guage of science—evidence, hypothesis, postulate, explanation—in dis-
cussing it. Thus he speaks of three “postulates” that literary psychology 
takes from psychoanalysis: (1) the existence of the unconscious, (2) “that 
within the unconscious there exist certain suppressed feelings and states of 
being which sometimes emerge into awareness in the consciously created 
forms of literature,” and (3) that “by a process of induction . . . we can 
detect deeper intentions and meaning, valuable both to the biographer 
and the critics” (ibid.: 33).
 Edel’s view can be summed up by a reversal of the Wittgensteinian slo-
gan: Everything is hidden, waiting to be revealed by the probing of the lit-
erary psychologist. An example of the “insights” to be gained from literary 
psychology that Edel (1981: 30) himself o ered, on more than one occa-
sion, with misplaced con dence and a rather unattractive self-satisfaction, 
might serve, I think, as a reductio ad absurdum of the entire enterprise:
10. For more on this, see Monk 2004.
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I remember a young man who set out to write the life of Rex Stout, the creator 
of Nero Wolfe. He asked me how to go about his job. I found rising within me, 
out of unconscious dictation, the sentence: “You will have to  nd out why Rex, 
a king, sought to disguise himself as Nero, an emperor—and a bad emperor at 
that!” Those of us who still remember Rex Stout might have thought he had 
kingly ambitions, for he founded Freedom House, he fought for copyright, he 
became head of countless enlightened organizations. And he wrote a series of 
books in which a very benign fat man with an evil name, living in isolation, 
solves crimes and punishes miscreants and makes the good prevail.
“Rex Stout was a thin man,” Edel adds, “and he made Nero Wolfe very 
stout indeed, 260 pounds.” His evidence for thinking that Nero Wolfe was, 
in some sense, a self-portrait, then, turns out to rest on two features of 
the nomenclature: (1) that Nero Wolfe was stout and (2) that “Rex Stout’s 
middle name was Todhunter—which is Scots for a fox hunter” (ibid.). So 
the king, Rex, becomes an emperor, Nero, and the fox becomes a wolf. But 
why did Stout choose the name of such an evil emperor? Because, Edel 
(ibid.: 32) suggests, “he perhaps was a bit afraid of his imperial dreams, 
and had some guilt about them.”
 So what literary psychology has detected hidden “under the carpet” 
here is, apparently, this: the character of Nero Wolf is a self-portrait and 
possibly an expression of Stout’s fear of, and guilt about, his own “kingly” 
ambitions. And we know this because “Rex” is Latin for king, because 
Nero Wolfe is “stout,” his creator’s name, because Stout’s middle name 
has associations with foxes, which are a bit like wolves, and because Nero 
was an evil emperor. All this is what Edel describes as “psychological evi-
dence.” It might be described better as a story which hangs together only 
by the principles of the “truth of  ction,” or still better, simply as  ction.
3. The Theory of Biography
If as Freud, Sartre, and Edel exemplify, biographers start to write  ction 
as soon as they imagine that biography can be written as the application 
of some general theory—whether that theory be in psychoanalysis, exis-
tentialist philosophy, or “literary psychology”—the theory of biography 
seems determined to show that biographers cannot write anything but  c-
tion, that biography is, by its very nature,  ctional.
 The theory of biography is still a young academic discipline. In 1962 
Cli ord (1962: ix), in his introduction to Biography as an Art: Selected Criticism 
1560–1960, having conceded that “biography has never been the subject 
of intense critical study,” could only claim of his own anthology (which 
ends with a piece by Edel, “The Biographer and Psycho-Analysis”) that 
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it represented “the slow rise, and the gradual maturing, of the criticism 
of biography.” It would not be until the 1970s that this rise and maturing 
began to gather pace, driven, as it turned out, not by the work of theoreti-
cally minded biographers but, rather, by that of literary theorists in u-
enced more by postmodern philosophy than by Freudian psychoanalysis.
 This development was stimulated by a series of interdisciplinary aca-
demic conferences (see Aaron 1978, Pachter 1981, Homberger and Charm-
ley 1988, Donaldson et al. 1992, Ellis 1993, Batchelor 1995, Gould and 
Staley 1998, France and St Clair 2002, and Bostridge 2004). In the papers 
presented at these conferences, and especially in the prefaces and intro-
ductions to the published collections of them, one hears again and again 
the complaint that, though biography continues to be immensely popular 
with the book-buying public, it tends to be ignored by the academic world 
and has, compared with other literary genres, inspired very little serious 
re ection. One also hears repeatedly that the aim of this or that conference 
is to begin the process of providing biography with the critical re ection, 
with the poetics, or—and this demand gets more strident as time goes 
by—with the theory that it has up to now been lacking.
 In the course of this development, a new academic specialism has been 
created: the theory of biography. In the literature belonging to this special-
ism, however, one does not  nd a variety of competing theories of biogra-
phy. Rather, the competition is, on the one hand, between those writers on 
biography who see no need for a theory and who are content to write on 
the genre in the spirit that guided discussion from Johnson to Maurois and, 
on the other hand, those who do see the need for a theory and who seem, 
for one reason or another, committed to the same theory of biography: the 
theory that it is, to a greater or lesser extent, a branch of  ction.
 It would be wrong to suggest that all the writing on biography pub-
lished in the last thirty years or so has argued for the  ctional nature of 
the genre or, indeed, for any general theory. Scan the articles published in 
the academic journal Biography over the last twenty years or so, and you 
will  nd surprisingly few that deal chie y with theoretical issues; most 
contain analysis of a particular life, biography, or autobiography. And of 
course, most working biographers do not consider themselves to be writing 
 ction and instinctively resist the temptation—and, often, the invitation—
to theorize. Some of them, it is true, even some of the best of them, feel 
obliged to give papers with titles like “Biography: Inventing the Truth” 
(Holmes 1995) at the conferences mentioned above, but they do not really 
believe that they are inventing the truth. Holmes (ibid.: 25), for example, ends 
his essay by insisting that “it is possible for a good biography to tell the 
truth, and to enlighten and encourage us in so doing.”
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 Some of the best recent monographs about biography—Paula Back-
scheider’s Re ections on Biography (1999), David Ellis’s Literary Lives: Biogra-
phy and the Search for Understanding (2000), and Susan Tridgell’s Understanding 
Our Selves: The Dangerous Art of Biography (2004)—also set their faces against 
the present theoretical current. But as a result, they are often either ignored 
or treated with hostility and condescension. In a scathing review of Back-
scheider’s book, for example, Nadel (2000) takes its author severely to task 
for her determinedly “descriptive” approach to her subject, chastising her 
both for her refusal to theorize and also for her blithe neglect of what he 
regards as important insights achieved by recent theoretical developments 
of others.
 Among the theoretical works that Backscheider (1999: 189) takes little 
notice of is Nadel’s own Biography: Fiction, Fact, and Form (1984), to which, 
though it had been in print for  fteen years when Backscheider wrote her 
book, she gives only a brief, passing, and critical mention. This despite 
quoting in her introduction the following remark from a subsequent essay 
by Nadel (from 1994):
With few exceptions, what has been so far absent from this recrudescence [of 
academic interest in biography] is a sustained, theoretical discussion of biog-
raphy incorporating some of the more probing and original speculations about 
language, structure, and discourse that have dominated post-structuralist 
thought. (Backscheider 1999: xiv)
 Among the “few exceptions” is Nadel’s own 1984 book, whose stated 
aim is to treat biographies not as history but as literary texts, subject to 
the kind of theorizing characteristic of post-structuralism. The result is an 
analysis of biography that attempts to think of it in isolation from what 
several generations of commentators from Dr. Johnson to André Maurois 
have regarded as one of its essential de ning features: its obligation to the 
truth, to the facts. Astonishingly, Nadel (1984: 5) even feels able to ask: “To 
what extent is fact necessary in biography? To what extent does it hinder 
the artistic or literary impulse of the biographer?”
 Nadel o ers two justi cations for adopting a view of biography that 
ignores the fact that it is a non ctional genre. The  rst, inspired by 
post-structuralist thinking about language, is a general skepticism about 
whether it is possible to be faithful to the facts. He is, he writes, “conscious 
of the discrepancies between fact and its representation” and has, there-
fore, set out to analyze the narrative techniques in biography “in order to 
understand the transformation of fact into what I call ‘authorized  ctions’” 
(ibid.: viii).
 His second justi cation is that, in developing his view of biography, he 
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is building on what he calls the “counter-tradition” that includes Strachey, 
Woolf, and Sartre. What he sees in the work of this “counter-tradition” is a 
“displacement of facts,” a recognition of “their [biographers’] inability to 
explain the con gurations of a life,” and “a new approach to life-writing 
where the value of biography derives from the appraisal and presentation, 
rather than the accumulation and accuracy of facts” (ibid.: 7–8).
 As even the brief survey of the work of Strachey, Woolf, and Sartre 
o ered earlier is su  cient to show, Nadel’s appeal to their work to justify 
his own view of biography is misguided. Not only does this appeal mask 
several crucially important di erences between their respective views, but it 
also gets those views themselves fundamentally wrong. To see in Sartre—a 
man who claimed that “everything is communicable” and that “one can, 
without being God . . . arrive at a perfect understanding of a man” (Ellis 
2000: 145)—support for a recognition that biographers are unable to explain 
the “con gurations of life” is bizarre. Almost equally so is the attribution to 
Strachey and Woolf of a “displacement of facts.” Strachey argued that the 
role of the biographer is to “lay bare the facts of the case, as he understands 
them,” while Woolf argued that biography was inescapably tied to the facts 
(and o ered this a reason why it could never achieve its aims).
 As for the general post-structuralist re ections on language that con-
stitute the  rst justi cation mentioned above, well, if it is true that lan-
guage in general is incapable of representing facts faithfully, that there will 
always be “discrepancies between fact and its representation,” then every
form of writing must give up its claim to be non ctional. A biography 
is, in this respect, no more  ctional than, say, a scienti c paper, a dictio-
nary, an encyclopedia, or The Guinness Book of Records. In which case, one 
feels obliged to ask: “ ctional, as opposed to what?” If everything is  ction, 
then the claim that biography is  ction loses any signi cance it might have 
had.
 An inability to see this point runs like a fault line throughout much of 
the theoretical literature on biography of the last twenty years or so, espe-
cially that large portion of it that takes its intellectual framework from 
post-structuralist thinking about language and literature. An extreme—
but representative and revealing—case is Norman K. Denzin’s Interpreta-
tive Biography (1989), which brings to the discussion a strident evangelism. 
“Students of the biographical method,” Denzin (ibid.: 25) writes, “must 
learn how to use the strategies and techniques of literary interpretation 
and criticism. They must bring their use of the method in line with recent 
structuralist and poststructuralist developments in critical theory.”
 To the familiar claim that post-structuralism has shown us that all writing 
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is  ctional, Denzin adds the rather ba  ing claim that post-structuralism 
has shown us that all lives are  ctional. Indeed, this second claim emerges 
as a special case of the  rst, since, it is alleged, all lives are texts. “A life,” 
Denzin (ibid.: 9) states, “is a social text, a  ctional, narrative production.”
 Thus a biography is not a work of  ction about a real character; it is a 
work of  ction about a  ctional character:
When a biographer purports to be giving the “real” objective details of a “real” 
person’s life, he or she is, in fact, creating that subject in the text that is written. 
To send readers back to a “real” person is to send them back to yet another ver-
sion of the  ction that is in the text. There is no “real” person behind the text, 
except as he or she exists in another system of discourse. (Ibid.: 22)
Denzin’s (ibid.: 20) argument for this view seems to be based on the claim 
that “the principle knowledge of (and about) a subject only exists in the 
texts written about them,” from which he appears to think that it follows 
that the subject (himself or herself ) only exists in those texts. His statement 
of this chain of thought, however, is deeply confused:
The principle knowledge of (and about) a subject only exists in the texts written 
about them. Sartre proclaims the existence of a “real” person, Flaubert. How-
ever . . . the linguistic concept of person or subject in language only refers to the 
person making an utterance, as in “I am writing this line about persons.” My 
referentiality in the above line is only given in the pronoun I. My personhood 
is not in this line. The pronoun I is a shifter, and its only reference is in the 
discourse that surrounds it. . . . My existence, or Flaubert’s, is primarily, and 
discoursively documented in the words written about or by them. (Ibid.: 20)
This line of argument seems at one and the same time to a  rm and to 
deny a di erence between a person and the things written about him or 
her. On the one hand, the distinction between “my personhood” and “my 
referentiality” seems to a  rm such a di erence. On the other, the sugges-
tion that Sartre, in proclaiming the existence of a “real” Flaubert, has mis-
understood the nature of reference (“to argue for a factually correct picture 
of a ‘real’ person is to ignore how persons are created in texts and other sys-
tems of discourse” [ibid.: 23]) seems to deny that such a di erence exists.
 On one point at least, Denzin (ibid.: 66) is unequivocal: “All of Flau-
bert’s writings were  ction,” and of course, all of Sartre’s too. So Sartre’s 
biography of Flaubert is a work of  ction by a  ctional character (since 
Sartre is, presumably, no more “real” than Flaubert) about a  ctional char-
acter, who—whether he was writing Madame Bovary, letters to his friends, 
or essays—wrote nothing but  ction. But of course, from the claim that all
writing is  ction it would follow that Denzin’s work on biography—and 
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Jacques Derrida’s work on the language upon which it draws—are also  c-
tional, thus making Denzin’s use of the phrase “in fact” (as in the quotation 
above: “he or she is, in fact, creating that subject in the text that is written”) 
almost comically inappropriate.
 Despite what he professes to have learned from post-structuralism, 
Denzin needs, and makes frequent implicit use of, a distinction between 
truth and  ction. Consider, for example, his claim: “The dividing line 
between fact and  ction thus becomes blurred in the autobiographical and 
biographical text, for if an author can make up facts about his or her life, 
who is to know what is true and what is false?” (ibid.: 25). An author can, 
indeed, make things up about his or her life, but in order even to make 
sense of that, in order to understand what is being claimed when we say of 
an author that he or she is making things up about his or her life, we need 
some distinction between making things up and not making things up. We 
need, in other words, the very distinctions between truth and falsehood, 
fact and  ction, which Denzin’s view of language, the self, and biography 
seeks to undermine.
 Similar problems beset much of the theoretical work on autobiography, 
which couples biography and autobiography as  ctional genres, because 
the “self ” is  ctional. In the essay “Writing Biography: A Perspective from 
Autobiography” (Eakin 1992b), a leading  gure in this  eld, Paul John 
Eakin, states his aim as bringing to the relatively undeveloped  eld of the 
theory of biography the theoretical insights arrived at in the study of auto-
biography. Chief among which is that the: “making of  ctions about the 
self, indeed the making of a  ctive self, is a principal fact of experience, 
and not merely in the creation of an autobiography” (ibid.: 201).
 Whatever the truth of that statement, it should be clear that Eakin, like 
Denzin, needs to be concerned with the di erence between truth and false-
hood in order to make sense of his own central claim. For how can we know 
that a person is making “ ctions about the self ”—indeed, what sense can 
we give to such an idea—unless we can distinguish truth from  ction?
 In Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-Invention (1985: 5), Eakin 
seeks to establish that “ ctions and the  ction-making process are a central 
constituent of the truth of any life as it is lived and of any art devoted to 
the presentation of that life” through a reading of “adventurous twentieth-
century autobiographers,” who, he says, have “shifted the ground of our 
thinking about autobiographical truth.”
 Among these adventurous autobiographers is Mary McCarthy, whose 
autobiographical essay “A Tin Butter y” plays a key role in Eakin’s argu-
ment. The salient feature of the essay that Eakin thinks supports his view of 
the centrality of the “ ction-making process” is that it was published in two 
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 224 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 225 of 239
Monk • Biography as an Exemplar of Philosophical Understanding 561
versions, of which the later one (included in McCarthy’s collection Memo-
ries of a Catholic Girlhood [1957]) casts doubt on the veracity of the memories 
used in the earlier one (published as a New Yorker article in 1951).
 In the original essay, McCarthy, who was orphaned at the age of six and, 
along with her three younger brothers, brought up by her Uncle Myers 
and Aunt Margaret, tells the story of a tin butter y much treasured by her 
then six-year-old brother Sheridan, which her uncle accused her of steal-
ing. She denied the theft but appeared to have been found out when the 
butter y was discovered hidden underneath the tablecloth at her place at 
the family dinner table. Six or seven years later, she relates, she visited her 
brothers and was told by one of them, Preston, that “on the famous night 
of the butter y” (McCarthy 1957: 54) he had seen Uncle Myers place the 
butter y underneath the tablecloth.
 In her later commentary on this story, however, McCarthy admits that 
she has come to think that her memory was playing tricks on her and that 
Preston never said any such thing. When she reread the story, she says, she 
suddenly remembered that, while she was at college, she had written a play 
based on the butter y incident, and remembering this made her wonder 
whether it was her drama teacher at college who had suggested to her that 
her uncle had done it (“I can almost hear her voice saying to me, excitedly, 
‘Your uncle must have done it!’” [ibid.: 56]). After consulting Preston, she 
discovered that he had no memory of seeing their uncle hide the butter y 
nor of ever telling her that he had. He and another brother, Kevin, remem-
bered discussing the incident with her many years after it happened but 
not that he had told her that he had seen Uncle Myers framing her. In the 
light of this, McCarthy naturally concluded that her account of being told 
of Uncle Myers’s guilt by Preston was her invention, inspired by her drama 
teacher’s suggestion: “The most likely thing is that I fused two memories. 
Mea Culpa” (ibid.).
 From these subsequent revisions, Eakin draws far-reaching and, to my 
mind, entirely unwarranted conclusions. “What the commentary on ‘A Tin 
Butter y’ makes clear,” he (1985: 17) claims, “is that McCarthy accepts the 
presence of  ction in autobiography and seeks to understand it as a natural 
function of the autobiographical process.” This seems an exact reversal of 
the truth. Far from showing that McCarthy accepts the presence of  ction in 
autobiography, her commentary shows that she is determined to correct any 
factual errors her original story may have contained. This she makes clear 
in the prefatory section entitled “To the Reader” in Memories of a Catholic 
Girlhood. She takes strong issue there with the widespread assumption that 
she had mixed fact with  ction in her memoirs, insisting: “This record lays 
a claim to being historical—that is, much of it can be checked” (ibid.: xii). 
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“If there is more  ction in it than I know,” she adds, “I should like to be 
set right.”
 Eakin’s (1985: 17) refusal to see McCarthy’s later version as truer, more 
faithful to the facts, than her original story is based on the following, mani-
festly fallacious, argument:
The “mea culpa” in the commentary on “A Tin Butter y,” then, can scarcely be 
advanced as evidence of McCarthy’s failure as an autobiographer in the story 
unless we are prepared to forget that her memory is equally the source of both 
versions of the episode.
This, of course, neglects the fact that, in revising her original account, 
McCarthy is not reliant solely upon her memory: she has also the recol-
lections of her brothers, both of whom con rm her suspicion that her 
“remembered” conversation with Preston never happened.
 Mary McCarthy’s autobiographical work, then, far from supporting the 
view that autobiography is necessarily  ctional and is accepted as such 
by “adventurous twentieth-century autobiographers,” actually provides 
a good example of an autobiographer trying to eliminate  ction from her 
work. Eakin’s (ibid.: 5) reason for thinking otherwise, I suspect, is not given 
in the obviously bad arguments quoted above but, rather, lies in an a priori 
conviction (which he shares with many other theorists of biography and 
autobiography) that “ ction and the  ction-making process are a central 
constituent of the truth of any life as it is lived and of any art devoted to 
the presentation of that life.” And the origin of that, I would argue, is a 
misunderstanding of what a “point of view” is.
4. Seeing Connections in Biography and Philosophy
The theoretical turn that I have been tracing has its origins in the wide-
spread dissatisfaction with the way biography was practiced in the Victo-
rian age. The uncritical, unenlightening, fact- lled, two-volumed works 
pilloried by Grosse, Dunn, Strachey, and Woolf were evidently not ful ll-
ing the aims of the genre as those aims had been understood from the 
time of Boswell and Johnson. The solution seemed clear. As Strachey saw 
very clearly, what was required to turn, say, Thomas Moore’s collection of 
facts about Byron into a biography, something that enabled us to understand 
Byron, was a point of view, a way of seeing the facts he had collected so that 
they arranged themselves into a coherent portrait.
 The notion of a point of view, however, has proved elusive. Indeed, the 
various manifestations of the theoretical turn might be seen as a series 
of misunderstandings about what a point of view is. Nicolson, Freud, 
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Sartre, and Edel take it to be a theory, and Dunn, Woolf, Nadel, Denzin, 
and Eakin take it to involve the “ ction-making process.” A more satis-
fying understanding of this notion—one that frees it from both theory 
and  ction—can be obtained by linking it with what Wittgenstein (1974 
[1953]: §22) described as “the kind of understanding that consists in seeing 
connections.”
 What produces this kind of understanding, Wittgenstein says, is a per-
spicuous representation. Something that he often mentioned as illustrating 
the notion of a perspicuous representation was a Galtonian composite 
photograph, in which, for example, pictures of several members of the 
same family might be superimposed on top of one another, allowing one 
to see the connections and di erences between them, to see that these two 
had the same nose, these three the same eyes, and so forth. His “language 
games” were intended to facilitate the same kind of understanding. Once 
we “see the connection” between our language and the language game of 
builder A and his assistant B (Wittgenstein 1974 [1953]: §2), for example, 
we might become freed from the “Augustinian picture of language,” which 
sees all words as names of objects. The word “picture” is key here. It is a 
word Wittgenstein uses often and with great care to distinguish a prephilo-
sophical way of looking at, for example, language from a philosophical idea, 
thesis, or theory.
 In the very  rst paragraph of Philosophical Investigations, after quoting 
Saint Augustine’s account of how he learned to speak, Wittgenstein (1974 
[1953]: §1) writes:
These words, it seems to me, give us a particular picture of the essence of human 
language. It is this: the individual words in language name objects—sentences 
are combinations of such names.—In this picture of language we  nd the roots 
of the following idea: Every word has a meaning. This meaning is correlated 
with the word. It is the object for which it stands.
By beginning with Saint Augustine’s account of how he learned to 
speak—which Augustine o ers as straightforward autobiography rather 
than as philosophical re ection on the nature of language—Wittgenstein 
announces straight away the target of his philosophical investigations: 
they are directed not at the ideas, the theses, or the theories of philoso-
phers (which he just assumes are irredeemable nonsense) but at the pre-
philosophical pictures which lie at the root of such confusions. Wittgenstein’s 
aim was not to argue against the views of this or that philosopher but to 
change the way we (where “we” means something like “we human beings,” 
not “we philosophers”) look at language, mathematics, and ourselves.
 Broadly speaking, there are three pre-philosophical pictures that form 
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the target of Wittgenstein’s work: the Augustinian picture of language, the 
“Hardyian Picture of Mathematics” (Gerrard 1991), and a picture of the 
human mind that might justly be called the “Woolvine picture,” so closely 
does it match that which one  nds expressed in the novels, short stories, 
and essays of Woolf. Much of Philosophical Investigations, in fact, is taken up 
with an attempt to dislodge precisely the picture of the mind that forms the 
starting point for the theorizing about biography with which we have been 
dealing.
 In one important respect, the picture of the mind that forms Wittgen-
stein’s target is in the study of biography at its very conception. “By con-
jecture only,” Dr. Johnson wrote in 1759, “can one man judge of another’s 
motives or sentiments” (1962b [1759]: 45). This gives voice to a view that 
not only forms a central part of Woolf ’s thinking about the impossibility of 
achieving in biography the “truthful transmission of personality” that Lee 
had described as its aim but also lies at the heart of the various views which 
insist that, when we purport to describe what another person is feeling or 
thinking, we must, necessarily, be writing  ction.
 In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein (1974 [1953]: §246) deals head-
on with this view:
In what sense are my sensations private?—Well, only I can know whether I am 
really in pain; another person can only surmise it.—In one way this is wrong, 
and in another nonsense. If we are using the word “to know” as it is normally 
used (and how else are we to use it?), then other people very often know when 
I am in pain.—Yes, but all the same not with the same certainty with which I 
know it myself !—It can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that 
I know I am in pain. What is it supposed to mean except perhaps that I am in 
pain?
“Are we perhaps over-hasty,” he asks rhetorically a few paragraphs later, 
“in our assumption that the smile of an unweaned infant is not a pretence?” 
(ibid.: §249). Is it, we might ask Dr. Johnson, a conjecture that the baby is 
happy? “Just try—in a real case,” Wittgenstein (ibid.: §303) challenges us, 
“to doubt someone else’s fear or pain.”
 Johnson’s talk of “conjecture,” like Woolf ’s conviction that, lacking 
access to the inside of another’s head, we cannot really understand them, 
is founded on too rigid a separation between the internal and the external. 
In our ordinary language, these two are not so separate. “Think of the rec-
ognition of facial expressions,” Wittgenstein (ibid.: §285) urges us. “Or of the 
description of facial expressions—which does not consist in giving the mea-
surements of the face!” When we describe what a person’s face looks like, its 
“external” appearance, we very often do so by attributing to that person an 
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“inner” state (“his face radiated with happiness,” “her face looked anxious 
and fearful,” “a sense of triumph was written all over his face,” etc.). “It 
seems paradoxical to us that we should make such a medley,” Wittgenstein 
(ibid.: §421) remarks:
Mixing physical states and states of consciousness up together in a single report: 
“He su ered great torments and tossed about restlessly.” It is quite usual; so why 
do we  nd it paradoxical? Because we want to say that the sentence deals with 
both tangibles and intangibles at once.—But does it worry you if I say: “These 
three struts give the building stability”? Are three and stability tangible?
As Maurois noted, a great sculptor like Rodin can turn granite into some-
thing expressive of the intangible, rainbowlike qualities of the personality. 
But—once we remember the simple facts to which Wittgenstein draws our 
attention, facts about how we customarily describe people—we can see 
that it does not require a great artist to do this: each of us combines the 
granite and the rainbow, the external and the internal, on a daily basis. Far 
from being impossible, it is the most ordinary thing in the world.
 Wittgenstein’s strategy here is a good example of how he seeks to achieve 
his aim of philosophical clarity through getting us to see things di erently
(rather than, say, by getting us to assent to the truth of a proposition or a 
set of propositions—a theory—on the basis of an argument). When John-
son speaks of the necessity of conjecture and when Woolf speaks of the 
impossibility of getting inside another’s mind, they are clearly not thinking 
of the kind of examples discussed by Wittgenstein; they are thinking of the 
kind of case where we are, say, sitting opposite someone (on a train, to use 
an example that crops up with obsessive frequency in Woolf ’s work) and 
wondering what that person is thinking.
 Now, Wittgenstein is not denying that such cases exist. Nor does his oft-
quoted slogan “An ‘inner process’ stands in need of outward criteria” (1974 
[1953]: §580) imply that there must be outward manifestations of every-
body’s thinking at every moment of the day. There must be criteria (public 
criteria, since, as he has earlier established, private criteria are no criteria 
at all) for the correct use of words describing inner states; but it does not 
follow that we can settle on every occasion whether someone is or is not 
in such-and-such a state. For example, there are public criteria for saying 
of someone that they dreamt last night—that they told us their dream is 
such a criterion—but it still makes sense to say of someone that (a) they 
dreamt last night but did not tell anyone and (b) that they were lying about 
what they dreamt. These last two cases, however, are logically secondary 
to the primary case, the one that establishes the criteria and that allows the 
expression “He dreamt last night” to have a use in our language. Nor does 
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it imply that, until we can settle the question of what someone is thinking, 
we have no reason to attribute any thoughts to them. We very often do not 
know what someone is thinking (and yet know that they are thinking), and we 
very often would like to know, a fact that Wittgenstein (1974 [1953]: §427) 
acknowledges:
“While I was speaking to him I did not know what was going on in his head.” 
In saying this, one is not thinking of brain-processes, but of thought-processes. 
The picture should be taken seriously. We should really like to see into his head. 
And yet, we only mean what elsewhere we should mean by saying: we should 
like to know what he is thinking.
It is not Wittgenstein’s aim to change the way we ordinarily speak. We do, 
indeed, say things like “I should like to see inside his head”; such expres-
sions have a perfectly intelligible use. But philosophically, we go astray if 
we allow our thinking to be dominated by the picture of mental processes 
that seems to force itself upon us through such language. This is why Witt-
genstein would direct us to other examples—the smile of an unweaned 
infant, the description of facial expressions—that lead us away from the 
picture of mental processes as exclusively private events that take place 
hidden inside people’s heads. “A main cause of philosophical disease,” he 
emphasizes, is “a one-sided diet: one nourishes one’s thinking with only 
one kind of example” (ibid.: §593).
 Wittgenstein’s aim in philosophy, then, was to direct us away from one 
set of pictures and toward another set or, to put it slightly di erently, to 
get us to see things di erently, to see them from, as Strachey might have said, 
another “point of view.” In part 2 of Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein 
discusses at length what “seeing something di erently” might involve and 
how, sometimes, seeing something in a di erent way changes what is seen.
 When we look at the duck-rabbit and see now the duck and now the rab-
bit, what we see changes, and yet what we are looking at—the duck-rabbit 
picture—remains the same. And like the example discussed by Laing of 
the di erence between looking at someone as exhibiting signs of a disease 
and looking at him or her as a human being, the change is subject to the 
will; we can choose whether we want to see one or the other. And of course, 
one is not more “correct” than the other. This does not, however, mean 
that “anything goes”; there is no single correct answer to the question of 
what the drawing is a drawing of, but this does not mean that there are no
incorrect answers. It can be seen as a duck or a rabbit, but to see it as, say, 
a hedgehog, a cow, or a tyrannosaurus rex is to see something that isn’t 
there.
 So, some things can be seen in a variety of ways, and it can be up to us 
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how we choose to see them, but this does not mean that our “point of view” 
turns everything into a  ction; what we see might well be (one of the things 
that are) really there. And of course, among the di erent possible points of 
view, some might be better—more insightful, more coherent, clearer—
than others. Examples that Wittgenstein discusses include cases where we 
learn to see a facial expression di erently; seeing a kind of stoic courage in 
a timid face (ibid.: §536) or taking a smile to be expressive,  rst of kindness 
and then of malice (ibid.: §539).
 Susan Tridgell (2004: 187) concludes her monograph Understanding Our 
Selves: The Dangerous Art of Biography by stating: “What each biography 
o ers is not objectivity, but an argument, an argument for seeing a self in 
a certain way.” This, I think, is almost exactly half-right. It is true, I think, 
that each biography (at least each biography written by a biographer who 
is at least trying to understand his or her subject) attempts to persuade us to 
see its subject in a certain way; but precisely because of that, it is inappro-
priate to describe a biography as an “argument.” An argument is a series 
of propositions intended to establish the truth of a conclusion. This is not
what is going on either in a biography or in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. 
To see something in a certain way is not to assent to the truth of a proposition 
or set of propositions. A “point of view” belongs at the level of meaning, not 
at that of truth; it is prior to the propositional (since we need to know what 
a proposition means before we can ascertain whether it is true or not).
 Freud, Sartre, and Edel present us with a set of propositions, a theory, 
rather than a point of view, and one consequence of this is that, when read-
ing Freud on Leonardo or Sartre on Baudelaire, it is Freud and Sartre 
we feel we have understood better rather than Leonardo and Baudelaire. 
Nadel, Denzin, and Eakin, on the other hand, have been seduced by the 
thought that, because no single point of view either does or can possibly 
enable us to see the whole truth, the very distinction between truth and false-
hood, fact and  ction, has to be abandoned.
 If, in contrast to these theorists, we see biography as an exemplar of 
Wittgenstein’s notion of the “understanding that consists in seeing connec-
tions,” we will, I think, be in a position to see not just biography but also 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy in a clearer light.
References
Aaron, Daniel, ed.
 1978 Studies in Biography (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).
Allen, Richard, and Malcolm Turvey, eds.
 2001 Wittgenstein, Theory, and the Arts (London: Routledge).
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 230 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 231 of 239
568 Poetics Today 28:3
Backscheider, Paula R.
 1999 Re ections on Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Batchelor, John, ed.
 1995 The Art of Literary Biography (Oxford: Clarendon).
Bostridge, Mark
 2004 Lives for Sale: Biographer’s Tales (London: Continuum).
Boswell, James
 1953 [1791] Life of Johnson (London: Oxford University Press).
Briggs, Julia,
 1995 “Virginia Woolf and the ‘Proper Writing of Lives,’” in Batchelor 1995: 245–65.
Cli ord, James L.
 1978 “‘Hanging up Looking Glasses at Odd Corners’: Ethnobiographical Prospects,” in 
Aaron 1978: 41–56.
Cli ord, James L., ed.
 1962 Biography as an Art: Selected Criticism 1560–1960 (London: Oxford University Press).
Collins, Douglas
 1980 Sartre as Biographer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).
Denzin, Norman K.
 1989 Interpretive Biography (London: Sage).
Donaldson, Ian, Peter Read, and James Walter, eds.
 1992 Shaping Lives: Re ections on Biography (Canberra, Australia: Humanities Research Cen-
tre, ANU).
Dunn, Waldo H.
 1916 English Biography (London: Dent).
Eakin, Paul John
 1985 Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-Invention (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press).
 1992a Touching the World: Reference in Autobiography (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press).
 1992b “Writing Biography: A Perspective from Autobiography,” in Donaldson et al. 1992: 
195–209.
Edel, Leon
 1957 Literary Biography: The Alexander Lectures 1955–56 (London: Rupert Hart-Davis).
 1981 “The Figure under the Carpet,” in Telling Lives: The Biographer’s Art, edited by Marc 
Pachter, 17–34 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press).
 1982 Stu  of Sleep and Dreams: Experiments in Literary Psycholo  (London: Chatto and 
Windus).
Ellis, David
 2000 Literary Lives: Biography and the Search for Understanding (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univer-
sity Press).
Ellis, David, ed.
 1993 Imitating Art: Essays in Biography (London: Pluto).
France, Peter, and William St. Clair, eds.
 2002 Mapping Lives: The Uses of Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Freud, Sigmund
 1985 Art and Literature: Jensen’s Gradiva, Leonardo da Vinci, and Other Works, translated by 
James Strachey, Pelican Freud Library, vol. 14 (London: Pelican).
Gay, Peter
 1988 Freud: A Life for Our  me (London: Dent).
Gerrard, Steve
 1991 “Wittgenstein’s Philosophies of Mathematics,” Synthese 87: 125–42.
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 232 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 233 of 239
Monk • Biography as an Exemplar of Philosophical Understanding 569
Gosse, Edmund
 1901 “The Custom of Biography,” Anglo-Saxon Review, March, 195–208; reprinted in fac-
simile in Nadel 1986.
 1962 [1903] “The Ethics of Biography,” in Cli ord 1962: 113–19.
Gould, Warwick, and Thomas F. Staley, eds.
 1998 Writing the Lives of Writers (Basingstoke, U.K.: Macmillan).
Gualtieri, Elena
 2000 “The Impossible Art: Virginia Woolf on Modern Biography,” Cambridge Quarterly 29: 
349–61.
Hedrick, Elizabeth
 1987 “Locke’s Theory of Language and Johnson’s Dictionary,” Eighteenth Century Studies 20 
(4): 422–44.
Holroyd, Michael
 1994 Lytton Strachey (London: Chatto).
Holmes, Richard
 1995 “Biography: Inventing the Truth,” in Batchelor 1995: 15–25.
Homberger, Eric, and John Charmley, eds.
 1988 The Troubled Face of Biography (Basingstoke, U.K.: Macmillan).
Johnson, Samuel
 1962a [1750] “Biography,” in Cli ord 1962: 40–43 (originally published in The Rambler, 
October 13, 1750).
 1962b [1759] “On Biography,” in Cli ord 1962: 43–45 (originally published in The Idler, 
November 24, 1759).
Jopling, David A.
 1992 “At the Limits of Biographical Knowledge: Sartre and Levinas,” in Donaldson et al. 
1992: 79–101.
Laing, R. D.
 1965 The Divided Self (London: Penguin).
Lee, Sidney
 1929 [1911] “Principles of Biography,” in Elizabethan and Other Essays, 31–57 (Oxford: 
Clarendon); reprinted in facsimile in Nadel 1986.
MacLagan, Eric
 1923 “Leonardo in the Consulting Room,” Burlington Magazine 42: 54–57.
Marcus, Laura
 1994 Auto/biographical Discourses: Theory, Criticism, Practice (Manchester, U.K.: Manchester 
University Press).
 2002 “The Newness of the ‘New Biography,’” in France and St. Clair 2002: 193–218.
Maurois, André
 1929 Aspects of Biography, translated by Sydney C. Roberts (New York: Appleton).
McCarthy, Mary
Memories of a Catholic Girlhood (London: Heinemann).
Monk, Ray
 2004 “Objectivity, Postmodernism, and Biographical Understanding: Andrew Collier on 
R. D. Laing,” in Defending Objectivity: Essays in Honour of Andrew Collier, edited by Mar-
garet Archer and William Outhwaite, 33–47 (London: Routledge).
 2007 “This Fictitious Life: Virginia Woolf on Biography, Reality, and Character,” Philoso-
phy and Literature 31: 1–40.
Nadel, Ira Bruce
 1984 Biography: Fiction, Fact, and Form (London: Macmillan).
 2000 Review of Paula R. Backscheider, Re ections on Biography, Biography 23 (4): 762–67.
Nadel, Ira Bruce, ed.
 1986 Victorian Biography: A Collection of Essays from the Period (New York: Garland).
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 232 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 233 of 239
Nicolson, Harold
 1927 Some People (London: Constable).
 1928 The Development of English Biography (London: Hogarth).
Novarr, David
 1986 The Lines of Life: Theories of Biography, 1880–1970 (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue Univer-
sity Press).
Oliphant, Margaret O. W.
 1883 “The Ethics of Biography,” Contemporary Review 82–84: 88–91; reprinted in Cli ord 
1962: 97–102 and in facsimile in Nadel 1986.
Pachter, Marc, ed.
 1981 Telling Lives: The Biographer’s Art (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press).
Raitt, Suzanne
 1993 Vita and Virginia: The Work and Friendship of V. Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf (Oxford: 
Clarendon).
Russell, Bertrand
 1974 [1946] History of Western Philosophy (London: Allen and Unwin).
Sartre, Jean-Paul
 1949 Baudelaire, translated by Martin Turnell (London: Horizon).
 1963 Search for a Method, translated by Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Knopf ).
 1981 The Family Idiot, translated by Carol Cosman, vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press).
Shelston, Alan
 1977 Biography (London: Methuen).
Stephen, Leslie
 1893 “Biography,” National Review: 171–83; reprinted in facsimile in Nadel 1986.
Sternberg, Meir
 1985 The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press).
Strachey, Lytton
 1971a [1921] Queen Victoria (London: Penguin).
 1971b [1928] Elizabeth and Essex (London: Penguin).
 1931 Portraits in Miniature and Other Essays (London: Chatto and Windus).
 1986 [1918] Eminent Victorians (London: Penguin).
 1989 The Shorter Strachey (London: Hogarth).
Tridgell, Susan
 2004 Understanding Our Selves: The Dangerous Art of Biography (Bern, Switzerland: Peter 
Lang).
Wittgenstein, Ludwig
 1974 [1953] Philosophical Investigations, translated by G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: 
Blackwell).
 1975 [1958] The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Blackwell).
 1980 Culture and Value, translated by Peter Winch (Oxford: Blackwell).
Woolf, Virginia
 1966 Virginia Woolf: Collected Essays, vol. 2 (London: Hogarth).
 1967a Virginia Woolf: Collected Essays, vol. 4 (London: Hogarth).
 1967b [1927] “The New Biography,” in Woolf 1967a: 229–35.
 1967c [1939] “The Art of Biography,” in Woolf 1967a: 221–28.
 1990 [1922] Jacob’s Room (London: Vintage).
 1993 Selected Short Stories (London: Penguin).
570 Poetics Today 28:3
Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 234 of 239 Tseng 2007.08.10 09:54 8015 Poetics Today • 28:3 • Sheet 235 of 239
